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As a consequence of the racial dilemma that exists in
this

society,

Black students on White campuses experience

education in ways that are different from that of their
White cohorts.

Black students tend to experience more

social and academic alienation,
personal problems,
educational

and feel

less

more financial and
satisfaction with their

experience.

Much of the research on the experiences of Black
students in higher education tends to use quantitative
methodologies which do provide insights into the
experiences of these students.

However,

these

methodologies do not allow the students to speak for
themselves about their experiences.
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Giving students the

opportunity to explain their own realities is one way to
deepen our understanding of that experience.
This process calls for a qualitative approach,

one

which may expand our understanding of the experiences of
these students.

The qualitative approach used in this

study includes a thematic analysis of interview data taken
from Black students on a predominantly White college
campus.
The data from this study supported earlier research
and confirmed that Black students experience alienation
and isolation at this predominantly White college campus.
Alienation and isolation was experienced in the classroom
and in their living arrangements on campus.

The students

stated that one of the major learning experiences at the
college was

learning how to respond to racism and to

manage their social relationships with White students and
professors in a beneficial way.
the experience was difficult,
beneficial

While students felt that

they also found it

in that they saw it as preparation for the

world outside of college.
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CHAPTER

1

INTRODUCTION

If you can listen with an accepting ear and try to
get into my frame of reference, I will attempt to
articulate what it means to be Black in a White
university.
Being Black means to. (Harper, 1969, p.
293)

Introduction and Statement of the Problem
Many educational researchers have sought to
understand the experiences of Black students at
predominantly White colleges and universities.

Yet,

very often those attempts at understanding have been
framed by the researcher through the use of structured
questionnaires and other limited response surveys.
Rarely has the student had the opportunity to frame the
experience with his or her own words,
story to the researcher who will
accepting ear".

to tell his or her

"listen with an

The purpose of this investigation is to

explore the meaning of being a Black student in a
predominantly White institution of higher education from
the student's point of view.
Do Black students experience a White university in
the same way as their White cohorts?

How can we know

what that experience is or what it means?

The numbers

of Black students on White college campuses have
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increased dramatically over the past 25 years and have
resulted in new demands on the part of administrators,
faculty,

and students for research on the experiences of

Black students in higher education.

We can learn about

the experiences of Black students through an examination
of the literature or we can seek that information from
the students themselves.
A growing body of research was emerging in the
1970's on the experiences of Black students at
predominantly White instutitutions of higher education
(Altman & Snyder,

1970;

Barnes,

1972;

Many of these studies were polemical
McEvoy & Miller,

1969)

Hedegard,
(H.

1972).

Edwards,

1970;

and part of a growing political

debate about the presence or lack of presence of Black
students on White college campuses.

These studies

served an important function in terms of beginning a
discussion of the impact of higher education on Black
students as well as the impact of Black students on
higher education.
These studies were focused on the Black students
because the

1960's had seen a fundamental transformation

in the higher educational experiences and opportunities
for Blacks.

Prior to

1960 the number of Black students

on White college campuses was negligible since almost
96% of Black students in higher education were in Black
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institutions,
(Mingle,

most of which were located in the South

1981).

The number of Black students in college

had risen from 84,000

in

1960 to 245,000 in

1970,

of

whom only 60% were located in Black institutions
(Mingle,

1981).

The number of Black college students

had increased to 442,000 by the middle of the

1970's

with 60% of these students in predominantly White
institutions of higher education.

The

1960's,

which saw

the beginnings of the shift of Black students from Black
institutions to White institutions,

marked a real change

in the character of higher education for Black students.
What was not clear was how this increase in the
numbers of Black students attending predominantly White
colleges would affect the educational experiences of
these students.

Prior to the

1960's,

when there were

only a few Blacks on White college campuses,

college

administrators expected that these Black students would
make every effort to fit into the institution.
student could not or would not fit in,
could be ignored.

H.

Edwards

and Perkins and Higginson

(1970),

(1971)

If the

then he or she
Kaurouma

(1970),

claimed that the class

origins as well as race of these students were primary
factors in understanding both the response of the
students to White institutions of higher education and
the response of these institutions to the students.
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They point out that these students were more likely to
be middle class,

better educated than most Black people,

and more committed to social

integration than most

Blacks.
H.

Edwards

and early

(1970)

argued that by the late

1960’s

1970's the class origins of Black students had

shifted significantly.

As White colleges eagerly sought

more Black students for their campuses,

they drew from a

much broader pool of applicants which included students
from the inner cities and from the Black working class
and working poor.

These students tended to be less well

prepared for college since they came from poor inner
city schools.

They were less committed to the ideals of

integration per se since they had had less in the way of
positive social contact with an integrated society.
These students came to college more dependent on
financial aid since they were from poor families.

All

of these factors affected the experiences of Black
students and the way in which these students interacted
with the college environment.
The increase in Black students on predominantly
White college campuses saw the convergence of both race
and class as significant issues in the experiences of
Black students in higher education.
Edwards

(1970),

Kaurouma

(1970)

According to H.

and Perkins and
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Higginson

(1971),

the convergence of these two social

identities most profoundly influenced the experiences of
Black students in higher education.
Other researchers approached the impact of Black
students on White college campuses from a different
perspective

(Gibbs,

1974;

Sampel & Seymour,

1971).

They

did not address the problems of these Black students in
terms of the socio-political notions of race and class
that characterized the work of H.
Perkins and Higginson

(1971).

Edwards

(1970)

and

Even though they did not

totally escape the problematic issue of race and racism
on White college campuses,

their research was more

concerned with the individual than the social and
political

environment.

The focus of their research was

more concentrated on the problems of the psychosocial
development of Black students and the problems of
retention.
Sampel and Seymour

(1971)

defined the role of

testing in predicting academic success for Black
students.

Their research was inconclusive and suggested

the need for more research in this area if predominantly
White colleges were going to have an effective selection
process for Black students.

Suen

(1983)

studied the

role of alienation in Black student attrition.

The

results of this study suggested that Black students
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experienced higher degrees of alienation and social
estrangement than White students which contributed to
the higher rate of Black student attrition.

Suen

suggested the need for White institutions to deal with
these feelings of alienation by providing more services
and programs that met the social needs of Black
students.

The results of Suen's study are also

supported by more recent research done by Loo and
Rolison

( 1986 ) .

W.

Allen

Nettles

(1986),

(1988b)

Astin

and Thomas

(1982),
(1981a)

J.

Fleming

(1984),

have produced a

series of quantitative studies examining the situation
of Black students on White college campuses.
previous researchers,
social

they have noted the levels of

integration on the campuses,

academic performance,
students,

Like the

differences in

social and economic background of

and level of financial aid as factors that

impact the experiences of students and that influence
whether they complete their academic program.
All of this research has provided a better
understanding of the experiences of Black students in
higher education and in that sense has been very useful.
However,

much of it has been directed at the needs of

administrators to develop strategies for recruitment,
management,

and the provision of services for this
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target population of students.

This research does not

address the experience of Black students on
predominantly White college campuses from the
perspective of the students.

Rarely does the researcher

allow the students to speak for themselves and to give
voice to their own understanding of their experiences on
these campuses.

This is the point made by Harper

(1969)

when he suggested that if we could listen with an
accepting ear then he could tell us what it means to be
Black in a White university.
The process of listening to students talk about
their experiences opens up the possibility of expanding
our understanding of what those experiences are like and
what they mean to the students.

This qualitative

process of listening to students through the use of the
long interview can help to clarify and enhance the
meaning of previously collected data

(McCracken,

1988).

Qualitative data may be of use to those researchers
who are interested in the psychosocial development of
Black students as well as to administrators who need to
have a better understanding of the life experiences of
these students in order to provide effective services.
In addition,

this type of study may be of use to

instructors who are concerned about their social
interaction with Black students in and out of class.
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According to some studies
in press;

Taylor,

1986),

(Parham & Helms,

1985; Tatum,

the psychosocial and identity

development of Black students can impact the learning
experience and social interaction in the classroom.

The

better we understand the experiences of Black students
on White campuses,

the better these campuses will be

able to respond to the needs of Black students in all
realms of campus life.

Statement of Purpose
i

The purpose of this study is to examine the
experiences of Black students at a predominantly White
four year college from the perspective of those
students.

The study seeks to respond to the issue

raised by Harper
accepting ear"

(1969)

and tries to "listen with an

such that we might be able to learn what

it means to be a Black student in a White college.
In order to hear "with an accepting ear" this study
allows the students to speak for themselves.

This means

that a qualitative methodology involving what McCracken
(1988)

has characterized as the long interview is the

methodology for the research.

The approach of the long

interview allows the students to speak for themselves
about their experiences and facilitates their own
understanding of what their college experience has meant
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to them.

A thematic analysis of these interviews is a

mechanism for understanding that experience.

Significance of the Study
The proposed study is significant for several
reasons.

First,

very few of the previous studies of the

experiences of Black students on predominantly White
college campuses have examined these students'
experiences from a qualitative or phenomenological
perspective

(Gibbs,

1974;

Hughes,

1987;

Stikes,

1984).

The richness and depth of the experiences of these
students is

largely missing from the literature.

Among

those few studies that have utilized a more qualitative
approach,

subjects have been drawn from those students

who have sought help through counseling
1974;

Stikes,

1984).

(Gibbs,

1973,

The many Black students who do not

seek counseling are therefore even more invisible in the
data.

A study that examines the experiences of Black

students as individual persons will expand our
understanding of their experiences and provide insights
into how these students may be better served not only
from an administrative and counseling perspective,

but

also from a teaching perspective.
Second,

Loo and Rolison

(1986)

point out in their

study that even though minority students experience the
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negative effects of social alienation which can lead to
dropping out,

this alienation can be counter-balanced by

positive student-faculty relationships and a positive
academic environment.

However,

Tatum

(in press) has

argued that what happens in the classroom as students
deal with issues of race,

racism,

and racial

identity

has an impact on the ways in which students learn and
how they interact.

A major part of this process is

linked to the issue of identity development on the part
of all

students

(Parham,

1989;

Parham & Helms,

1985),

and the way in which the issues of race and racism are
handled by the instructor.
This point was also significant for Harper
Hedegard

(1972)

and Taylor

(1986)

(1969),

in their discussions

of the experiences of Black students on predominantly
White college campuses.

What is taught and how it is

taught can make a difference in how Black students
experience college.

A better understanding of how Black

students perceive teaching and classroom environments
would be useful

in planning how one teaches.

Moreover,

the usefulness of such planning could be beneficial to
all

students and not just to Black students.
Third,

this study could have a significant impact

on those students who choose to participate in it.
Lincoln

(1986)

makes a number of suggestions for
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achieving authenticity in naturalistic inquiry.
critieria she identifies includes fairness,
authenticity,

educative authenticity,

authenticity,

and tactical authenticity.

The

ontological

catalytic
Part of her

point in these criteria is that the inquiry should
respect the social construction of the participants and
at the same time enhance,

enrich,

and broaden that

construction through a dialectical process of reflection
and thought.

It is my hope that the students who

participate will be able to speak for themselves,

and

the process of giving voice to their own experience will
enable them to gain insight into their own lives.
In summary,

many colleges and universities are

struggling with both the presence and lack of presence
of Black students.

The more that is learned about the

experiences of Black students on these campuses,

the

better able these colleges will be to meet the needs of
these students.

At the same time,

the more Black

students understand their own experience and the
experiences of others

like themselves,

they will be to not only survive,
White college environment.

the better able

but succeed in the

Learning about the lives of

these students will help us insure that success.
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Definition of Terms
The following terms will be used according to the
following definitions:
1.

Experience -- the life events of the person and

their understanding and meaning of those events.
Experience is part of the flow of consciousness and as
such is both reflective and continuous.

It is

reflective in that it is possible to recall and to think
about events that have happened in the past.
process of reflection on past events,

In the

those events are

given meaning which inform the present.

While

experience is sometimes defined in terms of the
immediacy of one's reactions to the here and now,
this case,

in

it refers to the flow of consciousness that

gives meaning to the here and now.
2.

Black Student -- any student who identified

him/herself as a Black student and is registered in a
four year institution of higher education.

Limitations of the Study
This study is intended to expand our understanding
of how it is that Black students experience education
and life on predominantly White college campuses.

The

subjects of this study are drawn from a predominantly
White college campus in Western Massachusetts.

The
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students involved in the study may not be representative
of African-American students across the country.
Generalizations made from the study will have to be
limited to the respondent group.

The perspective

underlying the study is phenomenological.

The results

must be explained and understood in terms of the
individual

context out of which they emerge.

emerges from these students'

What

experiences may not fit in

any precise way with the experiences of others.
The difficulty in generalizing from the data is
also exacerbated by the size of the sample

(7 students).

The in-depth interview process necessitates a small
sample size.
voluntary,

In addition,

since participation is

the non-random sample will be self-selected.

The process of self-selection may introduce further bias
in the sample which may affect its generalizability even
more.
Finally,

the very process of doing this research

may change how individuals come to understand their
experience in higher education.
take place,

Should such a change

I would not necessarily view it as negative

since it is my hope that the change will meet the
criteria laid out by Lincoln

(1986)

and enhance the

ability of the people involved to understand the world
and themselves in it.

CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Introduction
The review of literature on Black students in
predominantly White colleges will be divided into three
sections.

The first section will examine the historical

and political context of Black students in higher
education.

The second section will examine quantitative

literature on Black students which tends to focus on
issues of retention,

levels of social adjustment, and

academic performance of Black students.

Much of this

literature compares Black students with White and some
times other students of color in terms of college
adjustment and academic performance.

The third section

will examine the qualitative literature on Black
students on White campuses.
The qualitative literature,

like the quantitative,

is concerned with some of the same issues or variables
that impact Black students on White campuses.

These

issues include problems of social adjustment,

social

interaction,

identity development,

well as academic performance.

coping strategies, as

However, most of the

qualitative research on Black students is more clearly
rooted in psychology and has a clinical perspective.
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The final section of the review will conclude with a
discussion of the literature.

Historical and Political Overview
Black students on White college campuses were a
rare sight until the late 1960's.

J. Fleming (1981a)

notes that by the time of the Civil War only 28 Blacks
had graduated from American colleges.

By 1936, only 143

Blacks had earned B. A. degrees from northern White
institutions.

Customs,

laws,

and economic circumstances

had worked to effectively restrict the educational
opportunities of Blacks during these years.

The

increases in enrollments that emerged during the 1960's
were highly significant given the previous restrictions
on Black education.

J.

and Jaynes and Williams

Fleming (1981a), Mingle

(1981)

(1989) have all cited the data

on the increase in the number of Black students in
higher education and on the shift of Black students from
traditional Black colleges to predominantly White
colleges.
Black college enrollment had peaked by the late
1970's with almost 60% of Black students enrolled in
White colleges

(Mingle,

figures a little higher,

1981).

Berry (1983) puts these

asserting that almost 70% of
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Black students were at predominantly White colleges by
1978.
These tremendous changes in enrollment were not the
result of any great initiatives on the part of White
college administrators.

These changes were a result of

the political and social changes in the larger society,
the legal battles against segregation (J. E. Fleming,
1981),

and the social activism and riots in the street

(Gamson & Arce,

1978).

These factors combined to open

the doors of higher education,
enrollment.

encouraging Black student

They also impacted the experience of Black

students once they arrived on White college campuses.
H.

Edwards

(1970) argued that the roots of the

emergence of Black students on White college campuses
were in the decade of the 1950’s and early 1960's, a
period in which the struggle for civil rights was
beginning to culminate into a powerful political and
social movement.

According to Edwards,

it was only

natural that Black students should be a part of that
movement,

if not major players in it.

He claimed that

these students enjoyed the privileges of their class.
They had many resources,
education,

such as time, money, and

that were not available to working and lower

class Blacks.

This group of Black college students came

from a Black middle class that Frazier (1957)
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characterized as a Black bourgeoisie.

But this was a

middle class unlike those of previous periods.

It was a

middle class without any real economic basis in society.
It was a middle class that largely derived its class
status from education rather than from a secure economic
base in society.
This "negro middle class"
Frazier,

Edwards,

1970;

1957) was economically weak and always

tentative.
out.

(H.

Any downturn in the economy could wipe it

The only thing separating this class from other

Blacks was the status achieved through education.
Edwards

(1970) and Frazier (1957) claimed that this

class clung to its status by separating itself from the
masses of Negroes.

The separation was not only defined

in terms of education,
wealth,

social status and relative

but also in terms of skin color.

The lighter a

person was the more acceptable they were in terms of
their class status.

To a small degree,

status just as education did.

color conferred

While it was not always

possible for the Negro middle class to control its skin
color,

it was possible to have more control over

education.

Consequently,

the children of this class

were encouraged to get a college education.
These students,

because of their class backgrounds,

were the best educated of the Black population.

They
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had the relative luxury to engage in the intellectual
pursuits that lead to the emergence of an idealism and
ideology that further rationalized revolt (H.
1970).

Edwards,

These students were in a privileged position;

they could come to understand the depths of the
oppression that was felt by the masses without being
directly subject to it.

They had the opportunity to

engage in a political process that was not widely
available to Black people (H.
Prothro,

Edwards,

1970; Mathews &

1969).

However,

Edwards also claims that the students

carried with them the ambivalence of their social
identity as Blacks and the confusion over their status
in relation to Whites and to Blacks in general
Edwards,

1970).

(H.

Many middle class Blacks sought to

differentiate themselves from the Black masses through
education and through some form of assimilation into the
dominant White culture (Frazier,

1957).

Integration was

the ideological framework that was consistent with the
class interest of middle class Negroes.

It was seen as

a way to gain entrance into the mainstream of American
society without fundamental changes to that society (R.
L. Allen,

1969).

Both the civil rights movement and the

Black student movement initially supported integration
as a legitimizing ideology.
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However,

the ideological framework shifted with the

reemergence of Black nationalism and Black power in the
mid-1960's.

One important characteristic of the

nationalist ideology was the politicalization of racial
identity.

The Black nationalist ideology brought into

question the assumptions of assimilation that were
implied in the integrationist ideology.

This

ideological debate was played out on many college
campuses and deeply involved Black students.

This was

most clearly apparent in the shift among students from a
self identification of Negro to Black.
H. Edwards (1970) also discusses the distinction
between the terms Negroes and Blacks.

He uses the term

"Negro" to describe the Black bourgeoisie Frazier

(1957)

had referred to, while the term "Black" is used to refer
to more politically and socially conscious Black people
who are proud of their African heritage.

This

distinction is in itself part of the ideological debate
that influenced Black student development during the
1960's and 70's.

The racial identity of people became

part of the ideological debate over which way the civil
rights movement would go.

In turn,

the debate impacted

the identities of students who were either directly a
part of the civil rights movement or its beneficiaries
(Willie & McCord,

1972,

3-14).
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The question of identity was part of the political
debate about the directions the struggle for freedom
would take (Carmichael & Hamilton,

1969).

In their

earlier work on Black Power, Carmichael and Hamilton
(1967) argued vehemently that the struggle for a Black
identity was critical for the struggle for Black
liberation against White domination.

One of the ways in

which racism worked was to deny people the opportunity
to define themselves.
esthetics,

and identity were defined based on European

American assumptions.
academy,

More specifically, values,

When students entered the

their exposure to these values was intensified

and at the same time brought into question (Pruitt,
1970).

This was the point Harper (1969) was making when

he questioned the relevance of a White college
curriculum to a Black person.

Many students were

impacted by this confrontation between the ideology of
Black Power and the realities of being a Black student
on a White campus.

The confrontation and the social

interactions on White college campuses forced many Black
students to come to terms with their racial identity as
well as their ideological orientation or identification.
When H.

Edwards

(1970) examined the experiences of

Black students at several White college campuses, he
concluded that these students could be classified into
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six general categories—radical activists, militants,
revolutionaries,
Negroes.

anomic activists,

and conforming

Of these categories, the largest groups were

the militants and the conforming Negroes, both of whom
were essentially products of the Negro middle class (H.
Edwards,

1970).

Even though these two groups had

different political orientations,

their main frame of

reference was the integration of Blacks into the
mainstream of American society.

They differed mainly in

terms of methods rather than goals.
All of these students were impacted in some way by
the political rhetoric of Black Power which Carmichael
and Hamilton

(1967) defined in terms of separatism,

Black unity,

and militant political action.

Many

students in White universities related to these concepts
and used them to organize themselves as they pressed
their institutions to make more changes to meet their
needs.
In response to the demands of these students, many
institutions began admitting more Black students to
their schools.

These students were not the usual

students of the Negro middle class.

They included for

the first time students from the Black lower classes.
This factor plus the ideology of Black Power were
important issues in the experiences of these students.
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Perkins and Higginson (1971)

further elaborate on

the political role that Black students played on college
campuses.

They too question whether the students were

as revolutionary or even as militant as they were
perceived by White administrators or portrayed in the
media.

One of the important aspects of the entrance of

Black students on to predominantly White college
campuses was the political upheaval from the civil
rights movement that preceded and precipitated their
arrival and the continuing tensions that followed.
The tensions that were experienced on these college
campuses reflected the continuing politicalization of
the experiences of these Black students as well as the
political conflict over the racism that was part of the
larger society.

Black students brought these social

conflicts to the forefront of higher education by their
willingness to make demands on these institutions and by
their willingness to disrupt the normal intellectual
peace of academia.
State College,
University,

On campuses such as San Francisco

the University of Michigan,

and Cornell

Black students began demanding that

institutions deal with the racism that they perceived on
their college campuses and in the society as a whole.
They demanded more financial aid, more housing on campus
specifically for Black students, and the establishment
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of Black Studies programs
Peterson et al.,

1978).

(Draper,

1970, ch.

10;

They also wanted administrators

to confront the issue of racism within the institution
directly (Bracey, Meier,
Miller,

& Rudwick,

1970; McEvoy &

1969).

The student protests, which included
demonstrations, occupation of buildings, and sometimes
violence, helped solidify the framework out of which the
college came to view the students.

On the other hand,

the response of college administrators framed the view
that the students developed of the institution.
Students,

faculty, and administrators engaged in a

process of constructing a reality that was to define the
antagonistic nature of their relationships, one in which
Black students were defined as Black militants (H.
Edwards,

1970).

It was within this matrix of events that large
numbers of Black students on White campuses came to
initially experience higher education.

While a few

Blacks had gone to predominantly White colleges in the
past,

it was not until the mid-1960's that significant

numbers of Black students gained access to America's
colleges and universities.

The way in which these

students entered the higher educational system has had
an impact on how they have come to experience that
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education and, more importantly,

on how college

administrations have responded to the needs of these
students.

Quantitative Research
The entrance of large numbers of Black students
into the higher educational system called for an
assessment of access to and the impact of college on
those students.
Nettles

W. Allen (1988b),

(1988a) and Thomas

J. Fleming (1984),

(1981a) have produced

quantitative studies examining the demographic and
social variables affecting Black students on White
college campuses.
in nature,

Much of this research is descriptive

providing a profile of the experiences of

Black students in general.

The data is useful in terms

of comparing various factors,
enrollment,

attrition,

satisfaction,
Thomas

such as rates of

graduation,

levels of

and degree of alienation between cohorts.

(1981b) reports that Black student access to

college is restricted by the fact that generally Black
students score 15 points below Whites on standardized
tests.

She points out that a major correlate of scores

on these tests is family income.

The average family

income of students with scores of 700-800 on the SAT was
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$24,124 and that of students with a score in the range
of 200-249 was only $8,639
Morris

(1981),

(Thomas,

1981b).

in his critique of the role of

testing in the admissions process,
conclusions drawn by Thomas

supports the

(1981b).

Based on a pilot

study, he argues that the use of SAT and ACT scores for
selection of Black undergraduates is a questionable
process since the use of these scores is not uniform and
is more dependent on the needs and relative selectivity
of the institution than anything else.

The results of

his study show that student placement in the higher
education hierarchy was determined by family income
which tended to place high income students in
universities rather than in four-year or two-year
colleges.
Minority students are disproportionately located in
two-year colleges.
1985,

Nettles

(1988c) points out that in

42.8% of Black undergraduate students were located

in two-year community colleges compared to 37.7% of
White students.

The concentration of Black students in

two-year institutions is even higher in those areas
outside of the South.

These studies suggest that social

class is an important factor in determining who gets
into which colleges and universities.

They also point

out the general difficulty of four-year college access
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for Black students, making it even more imperative to
understand what conditions lead to the success of those
few students who enter the educational process at this
level.
Walter Allen, who has done numerous studies of
Black students

(W. Allen,

1986,

1988a,

1988b), has

identified several variables that impact the experience
of Black students in U.S. higher education.

In Allen's

(1988a) study of Black student success in predominantly
White colleges, he drew his sample from a 1981 national
cross-sectional study of 1,050 Black undergraduate and
graduate students drawn from six universities.

Students

were sent questionnaires which elicited information on
their family background,

attitudes, campus experience,

and academic performance.
The study attempted to understand Black student
success or failure in college based on the effects of
campus experiences and social relations,

student

attitudes and views of reality, and student
characteristics.

The descriptive data showed that these

students came from relatively high status homes
family income $20,000), were highly motivated,
superior high school grades
3.4).

(median
and had

(median high school grade

Almost half the students

were not a part of campus life.

(45%)

felt that they

Except for extreme

27

social estrangement from campus life,

the data from the

study suggested a positive pattern of development and a
strong possibility for success for these students,

even

though half of them will leave college before
graduation.
Allen's

(1988a) analysis of the data did not show

any significant correlation between his primary
variables.

The data suggests that what Allen called

"interpersonal accomplishment",

student involvement with

Black specific campus life and general campus life,
provided an alternative to the notion that Black
students were acculturated by their exposure to White
campus life.
successful

Students who were more academically

(had higher grades) had better relationships

with faculty.

While this result was not unexpected,

it

did demonstrate the importance of faculty-student
relationships.

This relationship is often difficult for

Black students to establish since "many feel that their
professors are uncomfortable in the presence of black
students and that they tend to avoid interactions with
black students outside the classroom"
p.

(W. Allen,

1988a,

185).
Nettles

Black students,

(1988b),

another prolific researcher on

reports similar findings in his

1985

study of factors that impact Black and White students'
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college performance.

This study compared Black and

White students from 30 campuses using a 109-item
instrument.

In addition, another instrument was sent to

faculty at these 30 campuses to elicit data from and
about faculty at these institutions.

Some of the more

interesting results of the study showed that White
students had a higher degree of academic integration;
they had good relationships with faculty which
correlated with higher grade point averages and they
were satisfied with the institution.

While Black

students had lower academic integration,

they did

experience greater social integration, participation in
campus clubs or organizations, discussions of problems
with faculty and peers, and career planning.
to Nettles

(1988b),

According

social integration has a negative

effect on grade point averages but a positive effect on
progression toward graduation.
Generally his research showed that Black students
tended to be less committed to the institution than
White students; had more interfering problems (physical
and emotional illness,

for example); had the need for

more financial assistance; and felt more concern about
racial discrimination.

All of these factors contribute

to lower performance on the part of Black students as
compared to White students

(Nettles,

1988b).
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Other factors that contribute to the success or
failure of Black students were identified by Sedlacek
(1987)

in his review of research on Black students on

White campuses.

Sedlacek focused his research on

noncognitive variables as predictors of Black student
success on White campuses.

He identified eight

variables that could predict success for Black students
in higher education.
following:

(1)

These variables included the

Positive self-concept or confidence,

which includes racial identification;
self-appraisal,

(2) Realistic

the ability to see one's strengths and

weaknesses and a willingness to work to improve the
weaknesses;

(3) Understands and deals with racism,

the

ability to deal effectively with racism without denying
its existence or confronting it at every opportunity;
(4) Demonstrated community service,
one's cultural community;

involvement with

(5) Preference for long-range

goals over short-terms or immediate needs;
Availability of strong support person,
to in a crisis;

(6)

someone to turn

(7) Successful leadership experience in

some area of the person's background; and (8) Knowledge
acquired in a field,

culturally based sources of

knowledge and information that can be applied (Sedlacek,
1987, p.

485).
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These variables can be measured on the Noncognitive
Questionnaire (NCQ) and can predict students'
grades,

and graduation (Sedlacek,

1987).

retention,

Sedlacek also

notes that while these variables can be applied to all
students,

they may be of critical concern when dealing

with the problems of Black students.

All students must

deal with issues of self-concept as they pass through
the educational system.

However,

the issue of

self-concept is complicated for Black students by the
issue of racism which impacts on student self-concept
and racial identification
1989; Parham & Helms,
academic performance

(M. L. Clark,

1985; Parham,

1985) and ultimately,
(Howard & Hammond,

student

1985).

Black students on White college campuses are caught
in a complex dilemma.

They must struggle to establish a

positive self-concept and a positive racial identity in
an environment which overtly and covertly denigrates the
racial identity of Black people.

Smith (1981) described

this situation when he wrote:
...Black students attending white universities are
caught in a whirlwind of confusing racial
identities.
They see their university as hostile
places where white students and faculty perceive
that all Blacks are 'special admits' and
beneficiaries of affirmative action.
Black student
adjustment at white universities appears to require
that the Black students adhere rather quickly to
white cultural norms, abandoning their own cultural
roots.
White university social environments
envelop Black students in a 'Catch 22' situation.
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Hostile communications from white faculty and
students, including curriculum that omits or
distorts Black contributions, are constant negative
reminders to the students of their racial
identities.
On the other hand, Black student
efforts to counteract their loneliness and
alienation, by grouping together at dining tables,
rooming together, and by joining all-Black social
groups are discouraged by university officials
(Smith, 1981, pp. 300-301).

Black students must come to terms with their sense
of self and their racial identity in ways that are
fundamentally different from those of their White
cohorts.

An earlier study of Black students at the

University of North Carolina by Kleinbaum and Kleinbaum
(1976) came to the same conclusion.

While White

students may deal with issues of self-concept,

they do

not deal with the alienating effect of racism in the
same terms as Black students.
The cognitive and affective variables involved in
the research on Black students contribute to a more
comprehensive understanding of the experiences of Black
students on White campuses because these variables more
clearly reflect the particular difficulties faced by
Black students.

These variables provide strong

indicators of the ways in which the social and
intellectual development of Black students take place on
predominantly White college campuses.
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The comprehensive social and intellectual
development of Black students was the focus of J.
Fleming's

1984 study,

comparing the experiences of Black

students at traditionally Black colleges and at
predominantly White colleges.

This study represented a

cross-sectional analysis of Black students using survey
data drawn from students from 18 different colleges.
The results of this study asserted that even though
Black colleges lack some of the resources of better
financed White colleges, Black students may experience
more personal and intellectual growth and find a more
supportive environment in traditionally Black colleges.
In terms of the overall environment for Black
students on White campuses, J. Fleming (1984) concludes
that the continuing existence of racial tensions and
racism in the classroom as well as inadequate social
participation in campus events generate feelings of
alienation and abandonment which in turn negatively
impact on intellectual development.
Fleming (1984)

In essence, J.

found that the nature of interpersonal

relationships on White campuses as compared to Black
N

campuses negatively impacts the academic and social
functioning of Black students.
J. Fleming (1981b),

in an earlier study of stress

and satisfaction of Black students in college, argues
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the point that Black colleges provide a necessary
service for Black students by supporting the
psychosocial development of these students in ways that
are not possible at predominantly White colleges.

Those

students who attended White campuses reported more
interpersonal stress and strains which diverted them
from their best academic performance.

For Fleming this

issue of psychological development is important since
the college years are a critical part of adolescent
development and identity formation.
Cheatham,

Slaney,

and Coleman (1990) attempted to

replicate some of the results of J. Fleming’s

(1984)

study by examining the psychosocial development of Black
students at a traditionally Black institution and at a
predominantly White institution.
instruments,
inventory,

an identity scale,

and a career scale,

This study used three
a student development

administered to 250

students to measure and compare Black student
psychosocial development in the two institutions.
According to the authors,

the results of this study

differed from those of J. Fleming (1984).

They

concluded that there were no significant differences to
support the claim that traditionally Black institutions
provided a superior environment for the personal and
academic development of Black college students.
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However, many of the points that J. Fleming (1984)
makes about the degree of alienation experienced by
Black students on White campuses is supported by
research done by Suen (1983) and Loo and Rolison (1986).
Suen's study used a Likert type scale to measure
differences in feelings of alienation between Black and
White students at a predominantly White college.

The

results showed that Blacks experienced significantly
higher levels of alienation and that this alienation
correlated with a higher level of attrition.
study,

In this

Blacks dropped out of college at a rate of 48%

compared to a rate of 20% for White students.

The data

suggest that alienation defined in terms of social
estrangement may be of most significance in dealing with
Black student retention.

The author recommended that

colleges address the social needs of Black students as
well as providing additional academic support services.
The issues of social and interpersonal relations raised
by Suen's study are very similar to the points raised by
J. Fleming ( 1984).
Loo and Rolison (1986)

studied alienation and

ethnic minorities on a predominantly White college
campus.

Their notion of alienation was concerned with

academic satisfaction.

They sought to gather data on

the differences between how ethnic minorities

(Chicano,

35

Black, and Asian students) and White students
experienced and perceived college through the use of a
survey.

The results demonstrated that ethnic minority

students experienced more sociocultural alienation than
did White students.

Black and Chicano students

experienced more academic difficulty, and felt that this
difficulty was a result of less preparation in high
school.

In spite of feelings of sociocultural

alienation,

these students felt satisfied with the

university because of other variables such as access to
supportive professors who demonstrated a high quality of
teaching,

to classes that were small, and to a

curriculum that was varied.
The degree of faculty support demonstrated at this
institution is somewhat atypical according to a study of
faculty response to increased Black enrollment by Mingle
(1978).

Mingle notes that one of the problems faced by

Black students is that faculty and departments tend to
react negatively or with frustration to increased Black
enrollment.

The research of Loo and Rolison (1986) does

suggest that the relationship of faculty to minority
students can support ethnic minorities and insure
greater retention for these students.
Faculty relationships with ethnic minorities on
predominantly White campuses are an important factor in
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the experiences of these students.

However,

the

situation with Black students may be more complicated
than that of other ethnic minority groups because of the
way in which race and racism is actualized in this
society.
Oliver,

Rodriquez,

and Mickelson

(1985)

in a study

of Chicano and Black students at the University of
California at Los Angeles found that the comparison of
Black and Chicano students was complicated by the
distinctions between social class and racial
perceptions.

Their study looked at social class and

race as variables in relation to alienation of Blacks
and Chicanos at a predominantly White campus.

The

results demonstrated that social class was not
consistently related to academic performance and social
adjustment for Black students,
students.

but was for Chicano

The authors explained this discrepancy by

arguing that for Black students race may be a more
significant factor in social adjustment than social
class because race acts as a "signal" that helps the
university and its representatives define who the
student is and identifies for "the observer certain
characteristics about the individual which may or may
not be true"
to point out

(Oliver et al.,

1985,

p.

17).

They go on
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"that often the university sees the non-Anglo
student, responds to the race signal, and invokes a
stereotype: this person is weak academically, has
poor study skills, does not care about learning,
and is at the school only because of affirmative
action or special admissions" (p. 17).
However,

Oliver et al.

(1985)

suggests that many

middle class Chicano students are perceived by Whites as
looking and acting like Anglos.

Whites do not have this

perception of middle class Blacks.
is

Thus,

social class

less salient of an explanation for the feelings of

alienation that Black students may feel.
It is probable that these concerns with racial
rather than social class issues and their impact on
Black students motivated Charles Taylor

(1986)

to

question the impact of the college experience on Black
students at White campuses.
students,

Taylor

(1986)

In an essay on Black

laments the fact that in the

1980's Black students appear to have lost a sense of
identity with the Black community.

In other words,

they

no longer have that sociopolitical perspective that
brought many of them to college.
Cuyjet

(1986)

and Wright

(1986)

Cheatham (1986),
objected to Taylor’s

characterization of Black students and argued that Black
students are not monolithic in terms of their
experiences in college.

They also pointed out the

limited amount of research on the experiences of Black
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students and suggested that Taylor had insufficient data
to support his claims.
Houston

(1982)

reported a study supporting Taylor's

position.

The study surveyed Black female students at

Rutgers in

1973 and a similar group of Black females in

1979.

By

1979,

the attitudes of respondents to the

Black Consciousness Survey had shifted away from "Black
unity,

Black self-determination,

protest" of the previous years.
in

Black pride and social
Black female students

1979 were less concerned about issues focused on

Black consciousness.
As the social climate has changed so has the needs
and experiences of Black students.
these students changed?
White campuses today?

But how and why have

What are their experiences on
Are they still responding to the

same issues of alienation on campus?
responding in the same ways?

Are they

How are they dealing with

issues of race and racial identity on these White
campuses?

These are questions that require more

research.

Summary
While the quantitative research on Black students
is extensive and informative,

it also is inconclusive

and in many ways incomplete.

The research covers a
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variety of variables that influence Black students*
experiences on White campuses.
been identified:

social class,

faculty-student relationships,
financial aid,
institution,

Numerous factors have
family background,
social integration,

academic integration, commitment to the

social estrangement and alienation are a

few of these variables.

These variables do provide a

general descriptive profile of Black students.

But

these profiles do not fit any one student nor do they
tell us how the students themselves understand their own
experiences.
Given these descriptors of Black students's
experiences on White campuses, how do these students
deal with the situation?
sense of their experience?

How do they respond and make
How does this experience

affect their outlook on life and their expectations?
What do the students themselves think of their own
experience?

These questions are not fully addressed in

the available quantitative research.
The previously cited research addresses the issues
of racial identity in terms of psychosocial development,
but less so in terms of socio-political developments
raised by H. Edwards

(1970) and Taylor (1986).

Certainly this change in emphasis may be a direct result
of the changes in the way the social and political
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institutions of society have responded to the issues of
racism over the past decade.

Racism has been given

diminished political attention on the part of political
leaders

(Farrel & Jones,

1988).

In their study of the racial incidents in higher
education, Farrel and Jones

(1988) assert that the

recent rising tide of racism on White campuses is fueled
in part by insensitivity from senior political leaders
and partly by growing social uncertainty, a feeling that
America is beginning to decline and that there might be
economic scarcity.

In this climate, A. Edwards

(1987)

claims that White students believe that Blacks and women
are getting advantages that they do not deserve.

This

belief plus the stereotypes that White students bring to
college lend themselves to expressions of racial
intolerance.
perspective,

Regardless of its source or its
racism remains an issue Black students must

come to terms with and must deal with as part of the
college experience.
There has been an upsurge of racial confrontations
and attacks on White college campuses
Farrel & Jones,

1988).

(Ehrlich,

1990;

These confrontations may signal

a return to dealing with racism as a socio-political
issue rather than simply a psychosocial and
developmental issue.

This problem may be especially
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critical for White college campuses as they attempt to
come to terms with Black and other students of color on
their campuses

(Anderson,

several researchers
1987) have noted,

1989; Jaschik,

(Oliver et al.,

1991).

As

1985? Sedlacek,

race will continue to be both a

personal developmental and a socio-political issue for
Black students on White campuses.

As such, this issue

will be important in the examination of the meaning and
the experience of college for Black students.

Qualitative Studies and Research
While quantitative research represents one approach
to the study of Black students on predominantly White
college campuses, qualitative research provides an
alternative that takes a closer look at the individual
person rather than examining a general descriptive
profile of a group.

The number of qualitative studies

of Black students on White campuses is relatively small
compared to that of quantitative studies and most of
them are in the format of case studies.
Gibbs

(1974) used a case study approach to examine

the patterns of adaptation used by students to deal with
problems at Stanford University.

The sample was

selected from case records of all Black students who
sought counseling through the university mental health
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clinic between 1969 and 1972.

A content analysis was

done on 41 of 87 case records that dealt with ethnic,
cultural,

or racial identity conflicts.

Gibbs

determined that Black students used essentially four
methods of adaptation to the stress of being Black at
Stanford: withdrawal,

separation,

assimilation, and

affirmation.
She found that withdrawal was the most common way
in which students responded to ethnic,
racial conflict.

cultural, and

The problems were usually manifested

in feelings of depression, hopelessness,
avoid conflict-producing situations.

and a wish to

Those students who

responded through a mode of separation tended to show
signs of anger, hostility,
rejection of Whites,

conflicts in relationships, a

and contempt for middle-class White

values.
Another pattern of adaptation used by some Black
students was that of assimilation.

These students

tended to experience social anxiety,

and a desire for

acceptance and approval from Whites.

They engaged in

conformist behavior, and avoided contact with other
Blacks,

and attempted to conceal their racial identity.

The pattern of affirmation was used by those
students who had a sense of self-acceptance, positive
ethnic identity, high achievement motivation, and
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autonomous self-actualizing behavior.

For this group,

problems emerged when they sought to balance their
internal perspective with an environment that tended to
define the world in terms of Blacks and Whites.

It was

difficult to feel good about having both Black and White
friends.

Students felt pressured to make difficult

choices that did not fit their world view or experience.
The results of Gibbs'

study suggest that withdrawal

was the most common adaptive response of Black students
to racial identity conflicts and the least effective in
dealing with the problems faced by the student.

The

results demonstrated no clear correlates to this mode of
response.

The affirmation mode was more clearly

correlated with class.

Those Black students with upper

and middle class backgrounds seem to be more guided by
the affirmation mode.

They have more experience and

exposure to integration and feel a personal sense of
adequacy which facilitated a more bicultural world view.
Stikes

(1984)

used ten case records drawn from the

files of the Learning Development Program at Kent State
University in Ohio and six case records of Black
students drawn from the general population of student
counseling files of the author.

These students came

from Southern Illinois University at Edwardsville.
found that these students experienced distress in a

He
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number of areas.

They tended to be overly involved in

activities and, at the same time,

they suffered from a

lack of confidence,

conflict at times with family over

college attendance,

immaturity,

and an expectation that

they would do poorly in college which thus predisposed
them to failure.

This last point is consistent with the

thesis of a self-fulfiling prophecy (Howard & Hammond,
1985),

in which Black students expect to perform poorly

so they do not study which then leads them to perform
poorly.

The problems identified by Stikes were further

complicated by financial woes.
Students in this study used a number of strategies
to cope with the problems they faced.

Stikes states

that many of these students came to college with
inappropriate socioacademic attitudes, behaviors, and
perspectives which are a consequence of their low-income
backgrounds.

The expectations of the students were in

conflict with that of the university.

This point is

consistent with earlier observations by Gibbs (1973) on
the differences between the expectations of college
administrators and Black students.
Black students responded to the distress caused by
these differences in expectation by using skills they
had learned outside of the college system.

Some

attempted to beat the system or to "hustle" their way
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through it.

Stikes claims that these students

experienced a decline in motivation and questioned the
value of learning for the sake of learning.

Rather than

work with college authorities and officials,

these Black

students tried to work around them until they had to
confront some crisis.

When problems emerged they

reacted by blaming teachers and administrators, or by
making other excuses for their behavior.
In addition,

the Black students in this study also

experienced personal-social problems which complicated
their relationships with other students.

Among these

problems were sexual concerns, which were more critical
for Black females.

Black females had more difficulty

establishing satisfactory relationships with males.'
This difficulty was further complicated by issues of
racial identity.

Many of these students were trying to

establish a positive racial identity in an unsupportive
environment.
A phenomenological study by Hughes
these conclusions.
of student services,

(1987) supported

Hughes studied Black students' views
their institutions, and themselves

using an open-ended written questionnaire and a
follow-up open-ended telephone interview.

The

questionnaire was administered to 79 Black students in
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13 universities across the United States.

The verbatim

responses were thematically analyzed.
The research method used by Hughes is corelex
because she is concerned with both intrapsychic and
interpersonal factors that impact on Black student
experiences on White campuses.

She suggests that

research on Black students should not only attend to the
sociopolitical factors

(external societal variables

that impact Black students, but also to three other
factors:

(1)

interpersonal factors (social factors,

attitudes between campus individuals and groups
ecological factors

•
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(internal and external locus of

control and personal growth of Black students and
adjustment to college);

(3) intrapsychic factors (inner

experiences of the individual on campus"'.

While some of

these factors overlap they represent Hughes'

concern for

a dynamic approach to researching the experiences of
Black students on White campuses.
Her conclusions suggested that more student
development programming is needed to assist the
development of Black students.

Predominantly Black

campuses appeared to offer a more supportive environment
for Blacks students.

Predominantly White campuses were

found to provide negative external support for both
Black men and women.

These negative factors generated
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stress for both men and women which caused men to react
with increased rigidity and guardedness.

At a time when

they were most in need of assistance, these men were
least likely to seek help in dealing with their
distress.

One of the main points made by Hughes is that

as a response to the alienation,
campus,

fear, and loneliness on

Black students on White campuses tend to defer

their social, personal,

emotional, and cultural

development until they leave the campus environment.
Henderson (1988),

in his ethnographic study of

Black students on a predominantly White college campus,
affirms some of the points made by Hughes

(1987).

Henderson noted that White campuses lack essential
support services for Black students and that Black
students used special coping skills to deal with the
environment on the White campuses, and that these
students seem to place such high value on the diploma
from a White college that they are willing to sublimate
their emotional needs for it.
To examine the individual perceptions of Black
students on a White campus Henderson used an
unstructured interview to evoke students perceptions and
4

their descriptions of the behavior involving the racial
atmosphere on campus.

Thirteen Black students from a
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predominantly White southern university participated in
this study.
The results of Henderson's study suggested a
hypothesis that as a response to the racism that Black
students perceived on campus they develop a pattern of
reaction.

Henderson called this pattern a racism

reaction typology.

The Black students were broken into

three typological reaction groups:

(1) The

Partisans—These were students who saw the campus as
racist and adopted an assertive position to defend the
rights of Blacks;

(2) The Stoics—These students

experienced the campus environment as threatening and
hostile and responded by avoiding extracurricular
involvement; and (3) The Renegades--These students did
not perceive racism on campus and participated in the
campus mainstream.
Each of these groups had developed ways of dealing
with the White campus environment and,
expected,

each other.

as to be

The Partisans were more committed

to Black organizations and involvement with issues that
affected Black students and Black people.

This position

put them at odds with the Renegades who viewed the
Partisans as anti-white and narrow minded.
hand,

the Stoics also avoided the Partisans.

On the other
But they

49

did so because they did not want "attention from the
White establishment".
Henderson's results suggested that while White
students and officials saw the Partisans as the
representatives of the Black community on campus,
reality no such community existed.

in

Black students on

this campus were a fragmented population with differing
views and responses to the problems they faced.
his typology,

Given

Henderson called for more research to

determine if such a typology is representative of Black
students on White campuses.

And if so, then he

recommended that college officials act to provide
greater assistance to Black students so that their
developmental needs are met and that interracial issues
are addressed in a way that does not leave Black
students feeling like victims on a White campus.

Summary
While the qualitative research literature on Black
students is less extensive than the quantitative,

it

still provides important information on the experiences
of Black students on White campuses.

This literature

indicates the depth of the impact of that experience on
Black students.

Clearly these students are affected by

their isolation and alienation on White campuses.

They

value the educational experience to such a degree that
many of them are prepared to defer some aspects of
personal and social development in order to get a
degree.
It is also apparent that Black students have
developed a number of strategies for coping with the
experience of being on a White college campus.

Some

students attempt to assimilate into the mainstream of
student life by joining clubs,
offices,
students.

running for student

and actively seeking friendships with White
Other Black students use the stragegy of

withdrawal from student life.

They do not participate

in activities on campus and focus their energy on their
academic work.

Another approach used by Black students

is to participate in student activities but from a Black
separatist perspective that attempts to assert a Black
identity and presence on campus.

It is not unusual for

this group to be perceived by White administrators,
faculty,

and students as representatives of all Black

students on campus.
All the strategies used by Black students to deal
with their experiences on a White college campus
represent their attempt to balance their desire for an
education and their need to maintain a positive
self-concept that is consistent with their racial
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identity.

This is a difficult dilemma on a White

college campus.

To be a Black student on a White campus

poses a problem of whether one fits in, and if so, how?
At the core of this question are the issues of race,
racism, and identity.

The dilemma is that these issues

are problematic for the institutions

(and for Whites) as

well as for Black students.

Discussion
Two conclusions seem apparent from the literature.
First,

Black students in higher education, and

throughout the schooling process,

experience

difficulties that are different from their White cohorts
(Reed,

1988).

The evidence suggests that the

differences Black students experience are a consequence
of racial identity and racism in the educational and
social system which negatively affects the educational
experience of these students.
Black students at predominantly White colleges use
strategies of withdrawal,

assimilation, or separation as

mechanisms for dealing with the averse aspects of their
experience.

The choice of strategy may be a result of

these students' previous experiences in the educational
system since many of the problems of racial identity and
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education are not limited to higher education and are
present in the elementary and secondary school systems.
Fordham (1988)

in her study of high school students

in a predominantly Black high school found that for many
students there was an apparent contradiction between
being Black and doing well academically.

Performing

well academically meant for these students that they had
to become White or -at the very least give up being
Black.

Those who wanted to perform well academically

were ostracized by their peers as being White or if male
as being gay.
Such a process impacts on all Black students and
their ability to get into college,

let alone their

ability to perform academically once there.

The issues

about the relationship between racial identity and
academic performance as well as the racism that
engenders the concern continue at the college level.

On

a predominantly White campus these issues are amplified
(Gibbs,

1973; Henderson,

1988; Willie & McCord,

1972).

The process of associating educational achievement
with being White represents one form of internalized
oppression.

One element of the oppression of Black

people in the United States has been to assert that
Blacks are intellectually inferior to Whites.

This

oppressive and racist view is internalized for Blacks
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when they associate educational achievement, a symbol of
intelligence, with being White and then conclude that
they cannot achieve academic excellence and be Black.
This challenge to the intelligence of Black people
operates as part of what Howard and Hammond (1985) have
called a self-fulfilling prophecy.

If a subordinate

group's intelligence is consistently questioned and
doubted by the society then that doubt becomes part of
the social assumptions of the society and is passed on
to everyone in the society, both dominant and
subordinate groups.
If Black students internalize the belief that Black
people are less intelligent than Whites, one consequence
is to cease trying to perform academically which then
affirms the assumption that Black people are less
intelligent.

Academic performance is based on a

continuing process of learning from mistakes and working
on mistakes.

If a student assumes that mistakes are not

simply accidents and part of the process of education,
but rather inherent deficiencies within the individual,
then it may be concluded that it does not matter how
hard one tries, one cannot master the subject.
that is the case,
it.

And if

then there is no need wasting time on

After all, why invest time and energy in something
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that one cannot do very well?

Thus the prophecy of

failure is fulfilled (Howard & Hammond,

1985).

When these racist assumptions about intelligence
are ingrained in the social ideology and are supported
by the educational system itself,

the impact is most

pervasive in terms of its effect on all groups in
society.

Many teachers become both victims and

supporters of this social ideology.

Even sympathetic

teachers facilitate this process by lowering their
expectations of students since they believe it is not
the students'

fault if they cannot perform academically.

Both student and teacher assumptions are confirmed
(Howard & Hammond,

1985).

This process operates not

only at the level of high school but also is carried
over into college.
Most students enter college with some fear and
anxiety about this new and challenging adventure.

Many

Black students enter a predominantly White institution
with these same fears and anxiety and a heightened sense
of self-doubt about their intellectual abilities and/or
doubts about their identity as Black people.

These

doubts facilitate their response to the continuing
racism and uninviting social environment they experience
on campus.

Thus both external factors

academic racism) and internal factors

(social and
(doubts about
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academic abilities and/or rejection or confusion over
racial identity) contribute to the alienation many Black
students experience.
The second conclusion that I draw from the
literature is that there is a need for more qualitative
research.

The research on Black students at

predominantly White college campuses is dominated by a
quantitative methodological approach.

Quantitative

research has provided a number of insights into the
experiences of Black students.
Fleming (1984), Nettles

W. Allen (1988b),

J.

(1988c) and others have

identified numerous issues that impact on Black students
at White campuses.

They have pointed to important

factors such as student interaction,
relationships,

family background,

faculty

financial aid,

social

alienation, and academic integration as some of the
issues that confront Black students and affect their
experience of higher education.
Where quantitative research has been most effective
is in those areas where "objective" variables such as
grades,

level of satisfaction with college, and numbers

of students in college can be identified, measured, and
compared to suggest some pattern of behavior or outcome.
In this format,
useful,

the results of quantitative research are

since they can provide a profile of "the Black
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student".

Unfortunately,

"the Black student" remains a

fiction which may not relate accurately to any specific
individual.

The research remains important because it

addresses concerns that are relevant at the
organizational and institutional level.
However,

even in this context the data that is

produced may be limited in terms of its ability to
explain student behavior or to clarify the experiences
of Black students.

More importantly, quantitative data

does not explain what the experience of college is from
the perspective of Black students.

It does not address

the meaning of that experience from the perspective of
the student.
For example,
Jaynes & Williams,

a number of studies (Dunn,
1989; Marshall,

1988;

1987) have argued

that there has been a decline in Black enrollment.
However,

these studies cannot explain why this decline

has occurred.

It is unclear whether the decline in

Black enrollment in higher education is due to external
factors such as decline in financial aid or to changes
in admission policy or decisions made by students to
discontinue their education.

Koretz (1990) of the RAND

corporation recently published a report suggesting that
the perceived decline in Black enrollment is the result
of the increase in enrollment for White women which has
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skewed the data.

While quantitative data does show some

patterns of relationships and some possible rationale
for a relationship,
are inconclusive.

the results of quantitative analysis
More qualitative research is needed

to fully understand the experiences of Black students in
higher education today.
A qualitative methodology seeks to answer different
kinds of questions from that of the quantitative
methodologist.

A qualitative approach is more concerned

with the individual and the meaning that the individual
gives to his/her experience (McCracken,

1988).

Qualitative research in the form of the interview seeks
to uncover the life world of the interviewee (Kvale,
1983) and the assumptions that give that world meaning.
Consequently,

qualitative research has a different focus

than that of quantitative research.

Qualitative

research is concerned about the world view of the
individual and assumes that world view is a basis of
knowledge about the individual and his/her behavior.

It

assumes that this world view cannot be accessed through
a questionnaire or through the methods of quantitative
research (Tesch,

1990).

Qualitative research on Black students is emerging
as an approach to the study of the experiences of Black
students on White campuses.

While this approach is more
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limited in its generalizability,

it does provide

important insights into how Black students have come to
understand their experiences on White campuses.
Allowing Black students to speak for themselves may give
us greater insight into the meaning of their educational
experiences for them.
enrollment,

In an age of declining Black

understanding from their perspective what

keeps Black students in college, what threatens to drive
them out, how students deal with issues of racial
identity and racism,

and what impacts their academic

performance is tremendously valuable information which
only the students themselves can provide.

Previous

research efforts have not allowed for enough of this
kind of student expression.

It is in this context that

the present study of Black college students at a
predominantly White college is designed.

CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

Introduction
This section discusses the rationale for a
qualitative approach to the study of the experiences of
Black students in a predominantly White college campus
and the rationale for the use of the long interview as
the method.
participants,

It describes the setting for the study,

the

and the management of the data.

Rationale for the Qualitative Method
This study uses a qualitative research method to
study the experiences of Black students on a
predominantly White college campus.
(1987),

Husband and Foster

Jacob (1987), Morgan and Smircich (1980) and

Tesch (1990) have pointed out that qualitative research
is a broad umbrella under which a number of different
types of methodologies are housed.

These may include

case studies, participant-observation,
and interviews to name a few.

life histories,

While these various

research strategies and methods may differ in terms of
specific techniques,

they share some common

epistomological and ontological assumptions.

Burrell

and Morgan (1979) have argued that these assumptions
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which tend to be dichotomized on a subjective-objective
continuum,

inform the decisions of the social scientist.

For the qualitative researcher there is greater
interest in the subjective reality of the individual and
the social relations of individuals which serve to
create what "we" come to think of as reality.

The term

"we" is significant here because this assumption is
equally applicable to the researcher and to the
individuals who are the subject of the research.

As

human and social beings we construct reality through how
we think about the world and how we act in it (Berger &
Luckman,
notion,

1967).

If a researcher subscribes to this

then the decision of what one studies and how

one studies it will be influenced by those assumptions.
These kinds of assumptions inform the choice of research
methods and the focus of the research.
These are the assumptions that have informed the
choice of a qualitative methodology for studying the
experiences of Black students on predominantly White
college campuses.

The research focus is upon the

perspective of the students themselves and the ways in
which they come to understand their experiences on
campus.

A qualitative methodology provides the means

for accessing the social reality of these students.
This methodology also allows the student to reflect on

61

his/her life experiences, and perhaps,

gain new insights

about that experience.

The Long Interview
One way to enter the subjective reality of another
person is through the process of having that person talk
about how they experience and see the world.
(1983)

Kvale

and McCracken (1988) discuss the interview as a

tool of research and argue that it is a compelling means
of accessing the thoughts and meanings of another person
and of discovering the central themes in that person's
life.

In addition,

the long interview provides a means

for getting in touch with the patterns and logic of a
person’s life and helps situate quantitative data in a
social and cultural context (McCracken,

1988).

The

quantitative research on Black students has provided an
important description of Black students in predominantly
White colleges.

However,

the context and meaning of the

college experiences of these students from their
perspective are not captured in those numbers.
If we are to gain a sense of the context and
meaning of the experiences of these students then we
need an approach that facilitates their presentation of
their meaning.

The long interview offers the

opportunity for students to present the context of their
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own experience in college.

The long interview responds

to the problem posed by Harper (1969) when he suggested
the if we could listen with an accepting ear then we
could understand what it means to be a Black student on
a predominantly White college campus.
McCracken (1988) points out that there are several
advantages of the long interview in accessing the social
and cultural context of another person.

He notes that

in North American culture people tend to value both time
and privacy and are not willing to allow much intrusion
on either.

The lack of time is often an issue for the

researcher as well as the interviewee.

The long

interview offers an opportunity to use time efficiently
with a minimum intrusion on the privacy of the
interviewee while gaining a sense of how the interviewee
sees the world (McCracken,

1988, p.10).

Given the attempt to maximize the use of time,

the

long interview is not a completely unstructured dialogue
nor is it a structured questionnaire of the type used in
quantitative research.

It is a semi-structured approach

that is focused on certain themes.

In this case,

the

theme centers around the experience of Black students on
a predominantly White college campus.
The long interview attempts to balance the
constraints of time with the need to explore the
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vastness of an individual's life experience.

The

interview process allows for this balance by structuring
the interview in terms of very broad categories derived
from the questions posed to the respondent.
case,

In this

the questions focus on Black students' experiences

in college.
One of the assumptions underlying this research is
that experience is a continuous process and that what is
happening in the present is related to events or the
perception of events in the past.
students'

Knowing about Black

experiences in elementary through high school

may provide insights and themes for understanding their
college experiences

(See Appendix C).

An interview

protocol achieves these goals by guiding the interview
without directing the responses.
This researcher is concerned about how Black
students experience college,

about how and why they

choose a particular college,

about their experiences in

college classrooms, and their academic and social
relationships on campus.

The literature and my own

experience suggest that these are important areas in a
college student's life.

The interview protocol focuses

the interview on these areas in order to gain a sense of
what these categories and relationships mean to these
students.
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An interview protocol also allows the researcher to
manufacture distance from the subject matter while at
the same time staying focused on the interview.

The

researcher is able to remain open to the experiences,
meanings,

and words of the participants while at the

same time staying focused on the process of the
interview itself.

This is a difficult task since it is

possible for the researcher to become immersed in the
content of the interview to the degree that basic
assumptions and meanings are not explored but simply
accepted.

Without a sense of distance from the

material,

especially if one is familiar with the

material,

there is a danger of over acceptance of

presumed meaning.

Thus,

it is necessary to examine the

words of the participants with a degree of naivete,
rather than with a sense of prior knowledge (McCracken,
1988

).
Another purpose of the protocol is to insure some

consistency in each interview.

It can provide

consistency without restricting what participants might
say.

Rather its intention is to provide some clarity

about the central theme or themes from each
participant's perspective.

The interviewer has to

maintain room for the ambiguity that will arise as each
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participant explores his/her own experience on a college
campus.

Selection of Participants
Participants for this study were selected from a
small state college in the Western part of
Massachusetts.

Students were contacted through a

"snowballing" method of personal referrals initiated
through contact with student organizations,
advisors,

faculty,

and administrators.

student

An open letter

was also given out to students requesting that they
contact the researcher if they wanted to participate in
the research project

(See Appendix D).

Many students

referred the researcher to other students who they
thought might be interested.
While twelve students initially volunteered for the
study,

seven were actually interviewed.

Several

students made appointments for an interview but did not
show up and were not able to reschedule their interview.
The seven students that did participate were sufficient
for the purposes of this project.
Each student read and signed a consent form before
doing the interview.

They also filled out a brief

biographic data sheet that gave some background
information on the student (See Appendix B).
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The Setting
The college selected for this study was a small
four year liberal arts state college in the western part
of Massachusetts.

As of the fall of 1990 the total

student enrollment was 3,176 students, of whom only 88
were Black.

The 88 Black students consisted of 49 males

and only 39 females.

Other students of color were

listed as 36 Hispanics,
Asians

17 Native Americans,

(Office of Institutional Research,

and 16

1990).

While

these figures are an apparent representation of the
college population,

they may not be completely accurate

since a number of students do not choose to provide
racial/ethnic identification to the college.
Almost all of the Black and Hispanic students on
campus are recruited through the Urban Education
Program.

This program recruits students of color and

low-income White students and provides support services
for them through academic counseling and basic skills
development.

It runs a five week summer program that

helps prepare students for the regular academic
semester.
This state college employed 164 faculty during the
Fall of 1990.
males.

Of the 164 faculty members,

4 were Black

There were no Black females employed at that
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time.

Four Black males and one female were employed as

administrators.
Data Management
Each student was interviewed on campus in one of
three offices that were made available to the
researcher.

All interviews were audiotaped and ranged

in length from one to two hours.
The tapes of each interview were transcribed first
on to a word processor using a wide right margin for
notetaking.

Each line was then numbered.

The numbered

interviews were printed and then analyzed for themes
within the categories
relationships,

(choice of college,

classroom experiences,

social

etc.) outlined in

the interview protocol.
Each file was read several times and the tapes of
each interview was reviewed with the readings.

This

method provided the basis for understanding the tapes
and for content analysis of the data.

At various points

in the process of the content analysis observations and
results were shared and discussed with an outside reader
who provided feedback on the analysis.
Transcripts of each interview were returned to the
participants for their review and comments.

Follow up

discussions did take place with four participants in
order to get their reactions and comments.

Other
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participants did not pick up their transcripts or did
not return to discuss the transcripts with this
researcher.

Those students that did review the

transcript of the interview indicated surprise at the
amount and depth of the information that was disclosed
and two individuals wanted to continue the interview
process since they had additional information they
wanted to discuss.

The feedback suggested that the

interview process had provided some insights into these
students'

college experiences.

All names were changed to insure the
confidentiality of the participants.

Even the codes

used on the original transcripts were changed a second
time after the transcripts were returned to the
participants.

CHAPTER 4
THE INTERVIEW DATA:

THE COLLEGE EXPERIENCE

Introduction
This chapter will present an overview of the
background of the participants in the study and a
summary of their pre-college experiences.

It will also

present the data on their college experiences.

Participants'

Background

The students in this study described their
experiences and their backgrounds in similar terms.
Most of the students identified themselves as middle
class, with only one student claiming to be working
class.

Those who identified as middle class pointed out

that their parents were,

in effect, workers who had

achieved middle class status as a result of hard work in
such forms of employment as lab assistants, mechanics,
truck drivers,

day care workers, or nurse's aides.

Most

of the parents ended their formal education with high
school.

Only one mother was identified as having a MBA

and one father as having an AA degree.

Only one student

in this group came from a single parent home.

All the

other participants came from two parent families.
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Six of the seven students were living away from
their families.

The one student that lived at home at

the time of the interview did so because she had an
internship for the semester which required her to be in
the city for most of the week.

Staying home for this

semester was a way of saving money.
Four of the seven students came from Spruceville
and one student came from Boston.

The other two

students came from out of state.
All the students in this group worked between 10
and 16 hours per week during the school year to help pay
for their education.

Five of the participants were

either juniors or seniors with only one freshman and one
sophomore.

For this group as a whole the grade point

average was 2.48, with the highest GPA of 3.2 for a
female junior.
freshman.

The lowest GPA of 1.8 was held by a male

In addition,

four of the seven were males.

The Pre-College Experience
The pre-college experiences of the students in this
study provide some insights into the developmental
process of their educational experiences.
interesting points emerge from the data.

Several
First,

three

out of the seven students attended a private elementary
school for all or part of their early education.

This
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is of particular interest given the socioeconomic
background of the students.

Though all of the students

identified their class background as middle class or
working class,

the parental jobs that were identified

(teacher's aid, mechanic,

freight supervisor, etc.)

suggested modest incomes.

These parents appear to have

had a high commitment to education since they took on
the additional financial burden of sending their
children to private schools

(See Appendix E) .

R. M. Clark (1983) has pointed out the role of the
family experience in the academic performance of Black
children.

One of the points that Clark makes is that

parental involvement in a child's education reinforces
the need for academic achievement.

Such involvement is

one of the distinguishing characteristics of poor Black
families that have children who achieve some form of
academic success.

Investing in private school education

is one way some parents showed their commitment to
education,

and at the same time,

laid the foundation for

their children to begin to think about college.
Enrolling their children in a private school that
was predominantly White appears to have been a way of
investing in the educational future of these children.
However,

some of these children found that this

educational opportunity meant that they began to
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confront issues of race in their schooling at an early
age.

One young man reported that he had immediate

race-related difficulty in his private school setting
which appears to have set the stage for some of his
behavior in school.

Going to a private school or a

predominantly White public school was of minor
consequence for other students in this study.

Though

initially concerned with his own safety in a
predominantly White elementary school, one young man, a
sophomore now,

came to see this school experience as

very rewarding.
Second,

several students spoke of their

neighborhoods with a casual ease.
where they felt at home.

These were places

At the same time,

they

mentioned that the issues of drugs and crime were
important factors in their neighborhood experiences.
Two students pointed out that images of crime and drugs
may be over blown in terms of the stereotypes that
outsiders hold about their communities.

One young woman

noted that while there were many negative situations
outside of her home,
peace with the world.

in the home itself,

she felt at

She often felt as if there were

two worlds to which she belonged.
Drugs and crime in the streets were part of the
social experience of some of these students.

These
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factors may have had an impact on the learning and
educational experiences of these students.

What exactly

that impact was is unclear since each responded
differently.

One of the students who identified himself

as a behavioral problem for his teachers points out that
part of the dilemma was that he knew too much about the
real world.

When he brought the language and attitudes

of his neighborhood to the classroom he often found
himself in trouble with his teachers.

He interpreted

their response as racist and sought to leave that school
system.

Another student,

Jon, who had gone to a

predominantly White public elementary school responded
to his return to the neighborhood junior high school by
avoiding contact with Black students who appeared more
street wise and whose behavior in school was perceived
as negative.
Another important point brought out in the data was
that the transition to junior high and high school was
significant because of the prominence of social
relationships for the students.

It appears that at this

stage of their development social relationships took on
greater importance for these students.

Five of the

seven students reported that their grades went down as
they attempted to deal with their social relationships.
Two factors seem to have intervened to refocus these
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students on their academic performance.
parents'
limits,

influence.

One was their

Where parents stepped in and set

students were able to pay more attention to

their academic performance.
A second factor that appears to have been
significant for other students was sports.

Three of the

young men and one young woman pointed out that their
involvement with sports was important in their
pre-college development.

In situations where the sports

program required that a student maintain a passing grade
point average,

students claimed that they were able to

perform better academically than some of their peers.
Playing a sport helped to justify a student's need to
study when their peers were involved in other more
entertaining activities.

Being a team member allowed

the students to perform academically without being
ostracized as a bookworm or a "nerd".

The males in

particular found that being a member of a team allowed
them to maintain their social relationships and
simultaneously achieve better grades in the classroom.
Playing a team sport helped them to have a relatively
high social status and connection with their peers,
something which was not available through academic
performance alone.

This situation is consistent with
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the findings of Fordham (1988)

in her study of a

predominantly Black high school.
It is also interesting to note that many of the
students who came from the Spruceville area felt that
their high schools did not prepare them for college.
The feeling was that the high school counselors tended
to guide Black students into the local community college
rather than to a four year institution.

These students

felt that the counseling programs in their schools were
not very supportive of their enrollment in a four year
college.

Where they found support for going to a four

year institution was in their families, or in the case
of one student,

in the support of a sympathetic teacher

who encouraged her to go to college.
Many of the students mentioned that they came to
this particular state college as a consequence of
personal or family contacts that knew of the college's
minority recruitment and support program,

the Urban

Education Program,

rather than through the efforts of

their counselors.

Students from outside of the

Spruceville area did not have this kind of reaction to
their high school counselors.

These students reported

that they had had a great deal of support for enrollment
in college in their high schools.
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Financial concerns became an important factor for
all the students in their decision to go to college and
in their choice of college.

The state college offered

an affordable education and was relatively close to
their homes.

These students did not have the funds to

attend more prestigious private colleges.

Once they

became aware of the option of the state college, the
choice appears to have been easy.

The Choice
Since the students in this study left high school
with various levels of preparation for college, how and
why did they choose a state college in western
Massachusetts to continue their education?

Several

factors seem to have influenced the choices made by
these students.
lack of money.

Most chose a state college because of a
The student identified as Roz indicated

that she had not even thought of going to college
because she did not have the money.
Roz:
No money.
That was the reason.
That's what I
thought.
I thought I couldn't go to college
because I thought I couldn't afford it.
Int:
Right.
What changed your mind?
Roz:
A teacher.
Int:
How?
What did the teacher do?
Roz:
She told me I should go to college.
Int:
Was it as simple as that?
Roz:
No.
She just told me that money wouldn't stop
me from going to college.
The only thing that
would stop me from going to college would be
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myself.
And she was right.
I always knew that but
I had never really explored my options, money and
all that that stuff.
Because I had figured no.
Int:
Why?
Roz:
Because I just figured I wouldn't be able to
afford it.
Because I wasn't thinking of a state
college when I thought about going to college.
Int:
What were you thinking of?
Roz:
A well known rich Ivy League college like Smith
or something.
Int:
So what happened? Why didn't you go to Smith?
Roz:
Because I settled for Lancaster State.
Int:
Why?
Roz:
Because I wanted to set myself up financially
for the future so that I wouldn't be weighed down
by all this money, but still go to a college and
afford it.
This particular student had not considered college
even though she had demonstrated her academic abilities
throughout elementary,

junior high, and high school.

Her grades were important to her and had always been
above average and close to excellent.

She noted in her

discussion of her high school experience that she had
discovered that she could earn B's and C’s without
studying (See Appendix E).

In addition,

she has the

highest GPA of the participants in this study.

While

she had the desire and probably the ability to go to an
Ivy League school,

she realized that she did not have

the money nor did she want to assume the debt involved
in such a choice.

Consequently,

she had given up on

going to college until a teacher intervened and pointed
out other options.

78

Another student made his choice based on financial
considerations as well as the availability of a program
that he was interested in.
Int:
How and why did you decide to come to this
college?
Jon:
This college in particular?
Int:
Yeah.
Jon:
For monetary reasons I had to go to a state
college because it's more affordable.
I wanted to
live away from home so I couldn't be too close to
home.
I wanted to be away and become more
independent.
So and the major I was looking for
was criminal justice.
And this is, this state
school and Salem State were, and ULowell were the
only three I believe.
And you know this one's - I
heard my guidance counselor in high school thought
it was a really good program in criminal justice.
So I pretty much selected this one from the three.
. I didn't want to be too far away from home.
I wanted to be close enough so I could go home
whenever I wanted to rather than being hours away
with no connections.
For this student the decision was influenced by
both financial concerns and a desire to be close to
home.

Two of the other students made the decision for

slightly different reasons.

This young woman had

attended another college and had worked full time as
well.

Her choice was based on her experiences.

asked why she chose this college,

When

she had this to say.

Ann:
A girlfriend of mine came to Lancaster and
hooked me up with Dr. K.
Talked to K. on the
phone, the brother, I liked the way he spoke.
I
was - one of my brothers and sisters who - I was
the one that went to college and flunked out
because she wasn't old enough to deal with life
yet.
Int:
What was that?
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Ann:
I wasn't old enough to deal with life, just
plain old.
This is after high school and having
such a rigid system around me and all of sudden
someone saying, "Okay, this is college.
Do what
you want to do."
I did what I wanted to do.
I
never had a chance to do what I wanted to do
before.
All of a sudden I did it, and it was fun.
So I got caught up, and I flunked out.
And then
pursued anything, and fell into something that I
agreed with which was numbers, doing bookkeeping.
And I did that for two years, and I came up here.
Because I hit a ceiling and I couldn't go any
further without a degree.
Flunking out of school was made difficult for Ann
because she had to explain why she had failed to her
parents.
Ann:
....
Flunked out.
Boy, I flunked out with
flying colors.
Couldn't nobody flunk out better
than I did I believe,
Int:
So what happened?
Ann:
Oh, shame.
Strictly shame,
You go, you have
'Them' meaning my
to tell them that you flunked,
parents.
You got to tell them, you got to tell
your brothers and sisters.
You got to tell your
brothers and sisters first, 'cause then they'll
take it calmly.
They'll beat your behind before
your parents will.
And I told one sister, and then
she told the rest.
And everybody was angry.
And
then everybody cooled down and they worked out a
plan of how to tell my parents.
I didn't have
anything to do with that.
I left that to them.
They all took care of that.
I never said anything.
My parents and I didn't talk about it until six
months after I had flunked out.
And then there was
this serious shameful confrontation.
Shame.
That
was disgraceful.
It was like you need to bury your
head in the sand 'cause you've had everything life
has got to offer, or the best, or close to the
best, or the best they could give.
And you're
going to, you know.
The whole nine yards, you have
to go through the whole nine yards.
So then you
try and make it better, which I did.
And I did.
made it better, and I learned.
And just hit a
Because
point where I couldn't move any more
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learned and absorbed everything I could.
And then
they said, "No, you can't excel anymore."
Int:
Who's 'they'?
Ann:
Corporate America and small business America
was saying it to me.
I worked with a small
business....
It seems that the family commitment to education
was an important stimulus to continue her college
education despite her initial failure.

In addition,

she

realized that her career options were limited by the
lack of a degree.

Working as a bookkeeper for two

years helped her realize that she could not progress any
further in this field without more eduation.
her personal contact with a friend,

Through

she learned about

this state college and decided to return to college.
The experience of working seems to have been important
to her.

She goes on to say:

Ann:
It led me to maturity.
It didn't lead me to
Lancaster itself.
It led me to be a more
responsible person.
And Lancaster has led me to be
an even more responsible person.
But what led me
to Lancaster is that I realized that I can't get
done in the city what I could out of my element.
And what New Eastland, it was 45 minutes away from
Manhattan, and that ain't nothing.
That's like a
hop, skip, and a jump, a three dollar ride on the
LAR, straight into the center of Manhattan, to mid
town.
You can find a whole lot in mid town
Manhattan, I'm telling you, a whole lot.
So I know
that I had to get out of my element.
I had to be
away.
I couldn't just commute home whenever I
wanted to commute home.
Int:
So one of your goals then was to in fact get
away from home.
Ann:
Uh-huh.
You grow more getting away from home.
I had moved out anyway while I was at home.
So I
knew what it was like to pay rent and stuff like
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that.
And it was fun.
I liked it.
But it
wouldn't pay the type of rent I want to pay 10
years from now, you know.
Int:
Yeah.
Ann:
I'm here now.
I like it.
I'm more secluded
and I get more done.
One of her objectives in coming to a state college
in western Massachusetts was to get away from the city
where she lived and away from the distractions that the
city presented.

She has come to take education more

seriously as a consequence of her experiences working.
She feels that she has become more mature and is better
prepared to deal with her educational experience.
Another student also arrived at this state college
after having attended another institution of higher
education.

His experience is not unlike that of the

previous student since one of his major concerns was the
reaction of his parents to his having flunked out of
college.

While he initially chose his first college

because of a program in computer science, he soon found
out that the campus was not very welcoming for him as he
tried to deal with his feelings of isolation and his
inability to connect with people on campus.
Ray:
I originally started at Eastern Greensville
College.
I was in the computer system so I
thought.
I found out I wasn't.
Int:
Now what's Eastern Greensville?
Ray:
Eastern Greensville College is a college in
Spruceville.
Int:
And what kind of college is it?
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Ray:
That's a four year school similar to this but
it's private school.
Very expensive.
But similar
to this as in the campus, the student body.
Int:
What do you mean, student body?
Ray:
Ratio of minorites to students.
Int:
Which is about what?
Ray:
At Eastern Greensville at the time which was
'84, '85, I would say it was less than here and
that's about - maybe 2 percent.
Int:
Two percent.
Two percent Black.
Ray:
Two percent Black.
They seemed to not really
care.
I didn't feel they really cared about me,
you know.
My advisor wasn't all that great.
He
didn't really give me any alternatives.
Because I
really wasn't doing too good.
I wasn't doing good
at all actually.
I just, then there was the
problem - well not a problem - but there was this
situation of trying to find people to feel secure
with, a friendship.
You know 'cause like I said
I'm basically a people orientated person.
So it
was definitely a big step, like it is for
everybody, going to somewhere and not knowing
anybody.
And you want to get to know everybody.
'Cause that's how I am.
And everybody's a little,
you know, they're just I guess unsure 'cause they
don't know you.
Probably they're first time being
away from home also.
And maybe things don't click
as fast as you would like it to.
So you know you
make all those calls home all the time and want to
come home on the weekend every weekend.
And so it
was definitely a change in process.
A growing time
in my life, definitely.
Int: How did you choose Eastern Greensville?
Ray:
Due to their computer systems.
I saw it in a
college fair we had at the high school.
And I read
all that stuff and I was like, "Yeah, that's the
place.
I'm going there."
And if I had it to do
over again I would've thought differently.
I would
have been more selective.
Probably went done South
actually.
Int:
Down South?
Ray:
Yeah, toward the Carolinas.
I don't know, I
just like it down there personally.
You know.
Int:
Does that mean then that you were considering
'cause this is one of my questions - was did you
ever consider a historically Black college?
Ray:
No.
Actually I didn't.
My father is from the
old school of, schools in the North are better than
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schools in the South.
White schools are better
than Black schools.
Int:
That's your father's position?
Ray:
That's my father.
I think actually a lot of
people had his same perceptions, even today I would
think.
Well you got your Cornells up this way.
You know, upstate New York.
Your Yales, your
Harvards.
So they have that view that the New
England area is a place for schooling.
Down South
is just country.
You know, you can't get that good
needed education to help you in the system.
So
he's my father, you know, I really didn't have too
much rebuttal.
I didn't have any evidence to back
me up and say, "No, no, no, you're wrong."
And I
wouldn't say that to him anyway even if he was.
So
I ended up in Eastern Greensville, you know.
Did
terrible.
Still kept up with the athletics, maybe
that was the problem.
Interestingly,

this student gave new credence to

Black colleges after his experiences at a predominantly
White college.

This is a switch for him since his

father seems to place very little credibility in Black
schools.

One key area for Ray in his schooling was his

social relationships with his peers.

These

relationships were difficult for him in his first
college experience.

Not only did he have difficulty

connecting with his peers but he did not find much
support from his advisors.

As he continued to describe

his experience at his first college, he talked about
playing sports and coming to a realization about his
relationship to his White cohorts.
Ray:
Yeah.
I played basketball.
Int:
You were on the basketball team.
Ray:
Yeah.
And it was different.
It was like» Xou.
know, that's where I found out that you really just
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can't make friends like that, you know.
It seemed
like they as in "they” as in the White population I won't say didn't want you there - but a lot of
them didn't want you there to tell you the truth.
They give you that smile as you’re walking by, and
you know, it's fake.
I mean 'cause if you can
smile at somebody, you can speak.
So they gave you
that phony smile.
And you hear them talk.
You
might hear the word nigger.
That might slip out,
supposedly as they say.
Me personally, I didn't
have any confrontations with anybody 'cause nobody
would say anything directly toward me.
There was
me, a guy named B. from north Philly, a guy named
C. from Lancaster, and a guy named S. from
Spruceville.
We all met and we hooked up
immediately because basically that's what's going
to happen when there's so few of you.
His college experience was not like the experience
he had had in high school with his friends from many
ethnic backgrounds, what he called his "international
friends”.

It seems that for the first time he had to

deal with the issue of race and his own identity
development.

The response of his White cohorts forced

him to rely upon the small pool of other Black students
for support and friendship.

This process made it more

difficult to maintain that international perspective
that had prevailed during his high school days and
contributed to his academic difficulties.

He spoke

frankly and in great detail about the difficulties that
surrounded his flunking out.
Ray:
Okay, I'm going to be more detailed.
I flunked
out of Eastern Greensville.
I ended up - okay I
went a year at Eastern Greensville, went home for
the summer, came back, then I flunked out.
Ended
up at Spruceville Technical Community College.
Did
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pretty good there.
Transferred back to Eastern
Greensville.
Did bad again.
Went back to STCC.
And then the next semester I just stayed out of
school.
I didn't want just an associate's.
I mean
I came to Spruceville for a bachelor's.
Then I had
all these types of emotions:
I’m letting my family
down, what are they going to think, I'm doing bad,
maybe I'm not smart enough for school.
I started
really questioning myself.
Plus you're not getting
too much help from Eastern Greensville.
Basically
you're tuition to them.
So I had to get myself
together as in find out where I wanted to go.
I
had to buckle down because I had a great family and
they were supporting me all the way.
And I think
that's what I attribute a lot of to me being in the
educational system to my mother and my father.
Every time I call it's like, "We're behind you 100
percent.
Whatever you do, if you want to come
home, come on home.
If you want to stick it out,
go ahead, we’re behind you.
Whatever you need, let
us know."
And you know, that was great.
I mean
that's all I need to hear.
At one point I was
thinking of coming home.
I was like, "Well hey,
they won't mind if I come home then."
But you
know, I had to have a little fight with myself and
say, "You was raised better than that."
And I
really couldn't live with myself if I just came
home, you know, so.
I tried to get a plan
together, what I wanted to do.
A lot of people
say, "Alright, get the associate then take it from
there."
But I was like, "Associate's not going to
mean too much to me."
Da, da, da.
So I ended up
getting it.
I got my associate's.
And then I was
thinking, alright, now where to go from here.
Then
I enrolled in HIC, Hartford International College.
Tuition was just outrageous so I just couldn't deal
with it.
So I ended up talking to a guy I
graduated from STCC with.
And he referred
Lancaster State to me.
So I came up here and
talked to Gwen and she got me in actually.
But
along the way you get kicked around a little bit,
as in, "Okay I got my associate's, a piece of
paper.
Maybe I can get a job working and pay off
tuition."
Associate's doesn't mean nothing.
I
mean you go to these interviewers, you have these
business suits with the little associate's with no
experience.
It's like basically they're saying,
"You got to be kidding," type deal.
"I mean what
can you really do for us?
You've only got an
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associate's and you want how much?"
You know.
So
you get bashed in the face a little bit.
And it's
like an eye opener.
Then you see what you're
dealing with.
Then you, you know, unemployment
offices.
See who's standing on those unemployment
lines.
You notice people who are your shade as
opposed to a lighter shade.
You start realizing
things.
You start dealing with the school, saying,
"Well can I try one more time to get back in here?"
"Well no Ray, you've done bad enough times.
You
really need to try a easier school.
You need to
try a less expensive school.
You need to think
about changing your major."
You know, you get all
these negative vibes.
And it's usually someone
who's in an administrative position which is 9
times out of 10 going to be a White person.
You
know there's negative stuff from that person.
You
don't get any encouragement.
You know.
So you
start not getting better but changing - you start
just being aware.
Your eyes start opening, you
start seeing things.
You remember how you were
treated or how you were feeling while you was at
the institution, living on campus.
Seeing how the
differences were.
'Cause I had a White roommate my
first year, and we were like day and night.
From
music down to friends we hung out with.
And he was
into drugs.
So, you know, that wasn't my thing.
And you start growing as a person.
You start
deciding where you stand on certain issues.
I
think what made me decide to finish school was my
two years working at Bay State Gas Company.
I
worked as a summer help in what they call the
street division.
They put your services in.
They
drill the holes in the ground in the street, dig it
out, find the pipeline, and then connect it to the
house.' And everything seemed like it was hand
digging.
Labor.
This was my first taste of labor,
real work.
Int:
Uh-huh.
Ray:
And right then and there I decided I'm not
going to do this for the rest of my life.
And I
went through two summers of that.
It was the best
money I ever made, and yet it was the hardest work
I've ever done.
Rain, sun, wind, anything.
It was
get down in that hole and dig.
I was like, "Wow."
And so you had all different types of cultures
there so it was like no big real awakening there,
okay.
Int:
So how did you end up at Lancaster then?
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Ray:
At Lancaster? Okay, after those two summers I
had come here.
After I graduated from STCC.
I had
taken a semester off.
Then I came to talk to Joan.
A couple of people told me about Dr. K.
Then I
just came here one day and talked to somebody,
talked to Gwen.
And then she told me about the
program [The Urban Education Program].
And then
she told me "Get all your paperwork together and
we'll get you in here."
So I started January '90.
Several points emerge from this experience.

First,

flunking out of school was traumatic for this student.
It made him question his intellectual abilities, his
goals in life, and even some of his previously held
beliefs about race and people.
with his family was reaffirmed.

Second, his relationship
One of the sources of

strength for him was his family.

Third, he began to see

that skin color may be more of a factor in social and
economic relations then he had previously thought.

He

began to wonder if some of the negative feelings he had
experienced in his early college encounters may not have
been the result of his skin color.

In the end, his

experience as a laborer and his awareness of the social
structure convinced him to return to college.

Through

personal contacts with friends he learned of Lancaster
and eventually enrolled.
Almost all of the Black and other minority students
that enter this state college do so through a recruiting
and support program,

the Urban Education Program.

This

program is a federally supported program designed to
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increase disadvantaged students' participation in
college.

One student, who had applied to a

predominantly Black college but only received a partial
scholarship because of his SAT scores,
decided to go to this state college.

explained how he
Like the other

students, he had originally heard about this state
college from a relative.
Ted:.And the only school that I had a chance
was the partial scholarship one.
But with that to
receive the partial scholarhip, I had to have the
SAT score, and I didn't have it.
So that kind of
left me thinking, "Now, I should have done what I
was suppose to do when I was in high school." And
that was a rude awakening.
Int:
So it was at that point that you decided to
come to Lancaster?
Ted:
Right.
That's when I checked into the Urban Ed
program.
And it was almost the same feeling.
Okay
I found out who to get in touch with.
And they
gave me Gwen.
So she interviewed me.
And it had
the same feeling that it had when I was at Lincoln,
St. Aug., so on.
You know, a homey feeling.
They
ask you about you, not just what you had on paper,
which I felt was important.
Because I always felt
there was a lot more to me than what they saw on
the paper.
And they asked me that and I was gung
ho.
You know, I was like, "Yeah, if they accepted
me, I'm definitely going."
.A lot of my
friends from other schools, they all came in here
because we all were in the same situation.
We all
were athletes who got by as far as grades went and
knew we just wanted to either play a sport in
college, and also do something we saw, you know, a
lawyer or cop or something.
We knew that we had to
go through college to get there.
A lot of us ended
up here because this was the cheapest institution.
It also had a minority program that could help us
in our downfalls when we couldn't get into other
colleges.
Because basically none of us really had
SAT scores that could get you into school.
Unless
you went to a two year school.
And I think,
because I noticed in a lot of students, like the
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guys I looked up to before me, seemed to always
stop after graduation in high school.
They always
stopped.
And a couple of them went to STCC, and
that's why I knew I didn't like the idea my
counselor told me.
Because when they got to STCC,
they disappeared.
Didn't finish, whatever.
And I
didn't want to follow the same pattern they did.
I
was like, "No, I don't want to do all this work
just to fizzle.
There must be something else at
the end."
The decision to come to this state college was a
function of how Ted compared his feelings about the
Urban Education Program to those he had for a Black
college.

He felt a need to be seen as an individual

beyond his SAT scores and grades.

When he was able to

present himself as an individual he felt a sense of
belonging and connection that made him want to come to
this college.

He felt a sense of home.

He realized

that he was academically weak and wanted to be in a
situation where he could receive academic support.

He

did not want to share the fate of some of his peers and
simply disappear in a community college.
The students in this study arrived at this state
college through a variety of routes.

Money and

financial concerns were a constant for all the students.
Some were motivated by a desire to go to school away
from home where they could experience some independence.
Others wanted to be near home where they could find a
sense of security.

And still others found their way to
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this college almost by accident,
with friends.

through casual contacts

Regardless of the means,

once they

arrived they had to come to terms with being in a
predominantly White college campus environment.

College as Encounter
While college is primarily an educational
experience,

the education that students receive is not

limited to the academic exchange that takes place in the
classroom.

The most significant learning experience

sometimes take place outside of the academic experience.
Six of the seven students spoke about their most
significant learning experience as having to learn how
to deal with their social

interactions with Whites.

College is the place where they had to come to terms
with their identity as Black people.

Even though many

of these students came from environments where they have
had many social

interactions with their White cohorts,

for some reason the situation in college appeared to be
profoundly different.

They experienced a heightened

sense of difference from their White peers which then
affected their social and academic interactions.
One young man talked about the difference he
experienced.

He had been part of the summer program

91

sponsored by the Urban Education Program that was
designed to prepare him for his college experience.
Ted:
Well in the summer, we came to Urban Ed in the
summer, basically mostly minorities.
We were the
only ones on campus, so you feel like this is how
it's going to be for the rest of your year.
You
know, you're getting to know people from Boston,
New York.
It's a big new experience.
It's
college, it's like wow.
The program is like
family.
You know, you know professors.
You talk
to professors on a first name basis.
The
counselors, you know.
Every one of them will help
you in every situation you can think of.
And you
feel like there's no way you can fall by the
wayside, there's no way.
And then the regular
semester hits.
And you see more White faces than
you ever saw in your life.
And you know, you have
White friends from school, and White friends from
your city, from Spruceville and stuff.
But now you
start to see the different facets.
Like the
different facets of Black people; there are
different facets of White people.
You see people
who look at you like they never saw a Black person
before, and then you realize they haven't.
And you
start to feel alienated.
You feel what you want
all your life.
Int:
I beg your pardon.
Ted:
You feel what you want all your life.
In other
words, elementary, junior high, high school, I was
the majority.
Now instantly I'm the minority.
And
I don't turn around and go home to mom because I'm
living on campus.
I go to a dorm room, you know.
In that instance, you go to a dorm room, you're
looking at White faces again.
And just like, it
hits you hard.
You almost feel like you don't
belong.
You just feel like, "Am I really supposed
to be here?
Is this for me?"
You know, they're
having a dance tonight.
You go there, sit in a
corner.
You see another Black face across the way;
you fly towards it.
And then you're sitting in the
corner, two together, and then you're sitting in
the corner, three together.
But you're still
sitting in the corner.
You just feel more
comfortable now.
It makes you question.
It makes
you wonder if this is for you?
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Ted had come from an environment where he had had
White friends,

but he had not felt himself to be a

minority before.

His previous school experience had

been one in which he saw himself as part of the
majority.

The feeling of being part of the majority was

reinforced by the large numbers of other students of
color in the summer program.

This image, however, was

disrupted in the fall when other students arrived.
The presence of so many White students and the
feeling that these students were uncomfortable if not
hostile around Blacks forced the few Black students to
band together for acceptance and support.

The large

numbers of White students and an emerging feeling of
alienation and separation made Ted wonder if this
college was the place for him.

This was a question that

he had to answer.
Int:
How did you answer that question?
Ted:
I said two things, three things:
I worked this
hard to get here.
In other words, I mean I went
through all the channels of trying this and trying
that to get here.
I can't get to where I want to
go.
And my parents are breaking their back to pay
this tuition for me to stay here.
And then I start
to think, "Who are these people? Are they better
than me?
No.”
And I started to rationalize, I
said, ”Oh, they're here because their parents got
all this money.
They just come here.
Well I m
here for the same reason.
I'm here because I wan
to get mines.
I'm here because I want to play
basketball, and I'm going to have the grade.
They're looking at me, I always thought that
everybody was looking at me thinking,
I shouldn
be here, and I'll be gone sooner or later."
So and
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that, keeping that in the back of my mind, I always
did not want to be gone, just to prove them wrong.
Or if anything, just to prove them wrong.
The encounter with White students on the campus
made Ted's transition to college difficult.

He

experienced for the first time a sense of alienation and
isolation, and a feeling that everybody was looking at
him.

These feelings had not been part of his

educational experience before.

He felt compelled to

prove that he belonged in this college and that those
who questioned his presence were wrong.
he did that was through sports.

Part of the way

But even here, his

sense of self-awareness was heightened by his sense of
being Black.
Ted:
Yeah.
I got here and I tried out for the
basketball team.
I didn't have an offer here and
they didn't give out scholarships.
So I tried out
for the team and I made it.
And it seemed very
different as far as what people thought of you.
Like I dreaded failing off this team.
Where in
high school, I didn't really dread it.
’Cause a
lot of people did it.
This team is predominantly
White.
They don't fail.
As far as you can tell I mean they do - but as far as you see, they don't
fail off.
I fail off, everybody knows the Black
kid fails off too.
Embarassing, didn't want that
to happen.
So playing sports made me work harder,
a lot harder.
And also, just to stay equal I
didn't want to feel that I was unequal.
So those
two things incorporated made me work a lot more.
Because he was aware of himself as a Black athlete,
Ted had to commit himself to work harder in order to not
fail.

His failure would be apparent to everyone whereas
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his White teammates appeared to maintain a bit more
anonymity.

Ted's blackness prevented him from being

invisible the way he felt his teammates were.

The

pressure of being a Black student served to encourage
him to perform better,

even though the experience was

very stressful.
The issue of racial awareness is a recurring theme
for these students as they talked about their
experiences at this state college.

Many of these

students experienced the college as if it was the first
time they had encountered racial issues.

When asked to

describe her experience at Lancaster, one young woman
had this to say:
Int:
How would you describe your experience at
Lancaster? What's that been like for you?
Pam:
Eye-opening.
Because even though I went to a
couple of predominantly White schools, I've never
seen prejudice like I have seen here.
Int:
What do you mean?
Pam:
People aren't just - situations don't tend to
be subtle.
Like people speak out about how they
feel about different ethnic backgrounds.
Meaning
Whites talking about Blacks.
Or sometimes they
don't even have to say anything to make you feel
uncomfortable.
But they make you feel like you
don't belong here.
And I lived on campus, so I
experienced it in the dorms, in the caf, in the
classroom.
Not just with students sometimes, but
teachers and faculty.
Int:
Could you describe something that happened?
Give me an example?
Pam:
Like in the dorm with an RA, a resident's
assistant.
She will visit everyone in the section
but you and your other Black roommate.
And if she
does, it's like an informative thing.
Like,
We re
having a section meeting," or "This, this, and that
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are going on."
When she'll stop by everyone else's
room and say, "How are you doing?
How are your
classes?
There's a party this weekend," or
"They’ll be a party in my room.
Come by."
That
sort of thing.
But I was never invited, or my
roommate was never invited.
Int:
Is your roommate Black?
Pam:
My roommate was Black, yeah.
Pam experienced her college environment as being
hostile.

Even though she had previously attended

predominantly White schools,

she was amazed at the ways

in which race impacted social interactions on the
campus.

This student appeared to feel a degree of

resentment about the experience.

She spoke of her

experiences with a sense of pain and subtle anger.
Another woman talked about her experience in
college in terms very similar to that of Roz and Ted.
She had come to the college through the Urban Education
Program which she experienced as being very positive.
But during the fall semester,

she made a new discovery.

Ann:
Oh, I discovered UE when I got here in the
summer.
Int:
UE?
Ann:
UE, Urban Education, when I got here in the
summer.
And it was fun.
I think they pulled out
of me a whole lot that wasn't there.
You know.
That was there but wasn't - I wasn't working with
it.
More creativity than I had.
I kind of stifled
myself working with numbers, you know.
You don't
have to be as creative - I mean you got to be
creative if you have to be creative with numbers.
But you don't have to express yourself in the
written form.
All it is is numbers.
You may put a
title of what these numbers mean but that's about
it.
You don't have to write.
Your question is
what I'd -
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Int:
Yeah, what did you - you said you didn't know Ann:
The racism.
Int:
Yeah, about the racism here, and you discovered
something.
Ann:
So I discovered it my first semester.
Me and a
sister got together in Urban Ed.
We roomed
together.
We were going to be roommates.
They
stuffed this White girl in our room.
So it’s three
of us.
Now, I came in, busting in, C. drove up
with a friend, got here, Sandra and I got here
around the same time.
It was great.
I mean this
was the - Got up to this room.
And the White girl
took the single bed, a whole closet - there's only
two closets - the whole closet, put a stereo in the
center of the room.
Like she was the center of the
room.
Her music was blasting.
I think she was
playing.
I don’t even know.
I don't know, but it
wasn't anything - STXX or something like that some off the wall stuff.
Some off the wall rock
music.
I mean nothing that even had a rhythm to
it, just rock.
Plain old silly slammin' bammin'
rock.
And posters all over the wall.
And these
crates.
And none of it belonged to us.
We were
totally mystified of how she can even think - she
sees three beds in the room - how she can even
think about putting herself in this position, so
quickly manuevering like that.
And then it was
like we didn't even exist.
And then we walked in
the room, "Hi.
We're your roommates.”
She was
like, "Oh, no."
The way she looked at us was a
look of non-appreciation for the fact that we were
her roommates.
So we discussed that she had some
sisters to deal with.
Needless to say, Sandra, the
other sister, got an attitude.
'Cause girlfriend,
if you're not receptive, you know.
And you have a
feeling of whether someone's gonna actually bend to
you or not, naturally.
And you know, my sister
wasn't a politician of any sorts.
It was either
this or it was that.
She wasn't coming no medium.
Especially on a hello like that.
She copped an
attitude.
Needless to say, to make a long story
short, this White girl moved out.
Pissed off,
moved out, moved into a room with two other girls
that hated her even more.
But that wasn't a racial
thing.
This was a racial thing.
She couldn't
when we came in the dorm some rap music - Sandra
likes rap, I like jazz, you know.
And that was our
extreme likes.
We could both dance to each other's
music.
And I could even get into this Patti's
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music, okay.
That was the White girl.
I could
even get into her music.
And some of it, Sandra
could get into.
But she couldn’t get into ours.
Which was like a total like, "Hey, why can't you
get into our music too.
If we can sit back, listen
to your Billy Joel, and your Phil Collins, and I
can listen to your Led Zep."
Sandra wasn't into
it.
"I can listen to your Led Zep.”
But you know,
"And even your Bon Jovi.
I can get into that
stuff.
But you can't get into my stuff, when I
turn on some classical jazz, you tell me that you
feel like you're listening to Bach or Beethoven.
Well maybe I like it."
If I turn on some Miles
Davis, "Ooh, that hurts my ears, the sound of it,
it's piercing."
Well maybe I like it, you know.
Maybe you should learn how to like it, like I
learned how to like your music.
Not consciously,
'cause I was so young.
But I learned it.
That
wasn't my home.
That was a learned thing.
That
music was never played in my home by anybody.
When
it came to rap, she thought it was vulgar.
Like
she was saying we were some type of animals to
listen to it, okay.
It was just it created a whole
lot of animosity.
And from that point on I've been
very, very, very, very aware of the people around
me, how they react to me on first sight.
Stuff
like that.
Ann talked in great detail about her first racial
encounter on campus.
she,

like Ted,

Having been in the summer program,

had an expectation that the social

relationships would be smoother.

However,

after the

incident with a White roommate she became much more
aware of how she was being perceived.

But this incident

did not sour her sense of how she felt about the
college.

She continued talking about her experience.

Int:
That's really interesting because, you know,
given all that I'd like to know how would you
describe your college experience?
Just being in
college, what’s that like for you?
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Ann:
I love it here at Lancaster.
I like it.
You
know.
It ain’t all that bad.
I mean, I think for
a while after that I was very very angry, ’cause I
tried to then, I tried to be the mediator.
So it
affected me in a way that there was some White
people that were probably cool and I probably was
negative to them.
And then there was some White
people out there that were very hostile towards me.
And I was more, before this incident I was less
aware of it.
After it, I became highly aware, more
sensitive to it.
That's the word:
sensitive is
the key.
Key, very key, sensitive.
And all you
had to do was look the wrong way and I picked it
up.
And it makes you negative.
And like I said
about that hate thing, you know, it makes you hate
when you really don't have to sometimes.
But it's
a reaction, you konw.
Perhaps because Ann was a little older and had been
at another college and had worked for two years,

she was

able to see her situation in terms which allowed her to
feel good about herself and about being in this college.
Though she initially felt some anger,

she was able to

place her anger in some perspective, while at the same
time,

becoming very sensitive to how White students were

perceiving her.

She was enjoying her college experience

because she was able to differentiate Whites who were
"cool" and those who were hostile.
Another of the older students described what
Lancaster was like for him.

Since he had been at

another college and had flunked out and transferred to
several colleges in the area, he had a basis for making
a comparison.

He spoke about his experiences with a

sense of thoughtfulness.
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Int:
So what was Lancaster like?
Ray:
Lancaster was like Eastern Greensville.
I come
and I see - you know I didn't stay on campus here same thing.
Walking around.
People give you those
mmm, you know, smiles.
And then I come to the
realization that - actually I came to that back at
- no, I didn't think about it at Eastern
Greensville - come to the realization that these
people haven't been around any Black people, you
know.
Remembering my friend John who graduated
from Lancaster High, he was like the only one in
his graduating class, and he was one of three in
the school.
So most of these kids are from
Lancaster, Lancaster High School, and the
neighboring area.
There's no population of Blacks
around here.
You know, so I was new to them, as
they weren't new to me anymore due to my experience
at Eastern Greensville.
And due to my experiences
in between with the work force and Spruceville
Technical Community College.
So I have a better
grip on dealing with them.
I feel like, not that
I'm better than them, but I've got more experience
than them.
So it was like deja vu again.
Same
situation.
But now I'm older, you know, I’m not
the average age for a senior, supposedly, the
standard.
So like I have a better understanding if
they do something stupid, I think stupid or if they
do something the average college student would do,
it's like, "Yeah, I remember how that was."
And I
have a better outlook.
So actually if someone was
to not go straight into college right after high
school, they'd probably do better to tell you the
truth.
But it's good because you have different
ways.
You don't get mad at them when they say
something ignorant, like, "Why do Black people need
oil in their hair?"
Or, "Why do you all like this
type of music?"
Or, "You don't like rock music, do
you?"
Or something pertaining to a stereotypical
phrase.
You don't get mad anymore, you just try
and enlighten them, and show them.
And then I
think if you can show somebody about yourself in an
educational way, in an enlightening way, then
you’re better than that person.
'Cause it's not
just getting mad and say, "Why are you so stupid?
Get away from me," or something.
'Cause its so
easy to do that.
So I think that's what we need to
work on more.
That's what I've been trying to
promote, trying to tell the Black, the
African-Americans here at Lancaster.
But they're
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at that age where they're basically finding
themselves.
And as they're trying to find
themselves they're being questioned on their
heritage.
And it’s like a shot to them.
You know,
it's like, "You got no authority on me.
You got no
reason to question my actions or to ask those
stupid questions."
You know, it's this problem,
you know.
Ray had an explanation for the racial tensions he
experienced because of his previous college experience.
Racial problems result from the fact that White students
have not been around Black students before.

He dealt

with racial remarks without getting angry because he
believed they were based on ignorance.

He understood

the problems of his younger cohorts and tried to play
the role of mentor to young Black students, many of whom
were not ready to hear what he had to say, and to
educate the Whites.
When Roz spoke about her experiences at this
college,

she pointed out that she had no academic

difficulties.

She had done well academically since

elementary school.

What was difficult for her was

dealing with the White students.
her experiences,

When asked to describe

she did so with a degree of humor and

self consciousness.
Int:
You're now in a state college.
How would you
describe your experience now? What's hard about
this, what's easy for you about it?
Roz:
The academics are very easy.
Everything else
is hard.
Yup, that's the way I’d describe it.
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Int:
What does that mean?
Okay, academically things
are easy for you.
Roz:
Yeah.
Int:
What does it mean, "everything else is hard?"
Roz:
Living on this campus is hard.
Int:
Why?
Roz:
Well, it’s hard being the only Black person in
your class, or the only Black person on your floor
in your dorms.
Or, it's just hard being Black
around here.
Yeah, that's what it is.
Int:
Why? Why is it hard being Black around here?
Roz:
Because the majority of people around here
aren't used to Black people, or minorities, period.
And they have very - a lot of them have very
prejudiced attitudes and - attitudes, you know.
Int:
Have you observed this?
Have you experienced
this?
Roz:
Oh yeah, I think all Black people here have
experienced something, yeah.
Int:
Can you give me an example?
Roz:
Well, well how can I describe it?
It's like
having the Black Plague or something.
You got the
cooties around here or something.
I don't know.
It's like, it's like having a disease.
Yeah,
that's what it's like.
Int:
It's like having a disease?
Roz:
Yeah, meaning that - it's just hard to blend in
and socialize.
It's like your values are
different, your culture is different, they don't
understand you.
It's so strange because I feel
like I understand White people but I don't think
they understand me.
Like I feel like I've taken
the time to figure them out, and from what these
people tell me, the few White people that I do
encounter tell me, I do have a pretty good
understanding of them.
But they just don't
understand me.
And the other thing is sometimes I
don't even want them to understand me because ....
I'm too complicated, too complex.
Int:
So you see yourself as being almost too
complicated and too complex for them to understand
you.
Roz:
Uh-huh.
Int:
Can you give me things, specific expamples of
where this has been a problem for you?
Roz:
In anything, in everything.
The way you dress,
the way you talk, the way you act, the way you eat,
the way you look, anything.
Anything.
Int:
Why is that a problem?
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Roz:
I guess because people want to identify with
other people who they see in themselves.
People
they can identify with.
People like to stay around
people they can identify with, and it’s just hard.
It's very hard.
Roz described being Black on this campus as having
a disease,

the Black plague.

She experienced herself as

being different and unable to fit in and unable to
socialize with the majority of students.

Her problems

on this campus were not rooted in any academic
conflicts.
students,

She felt that she understood the White
but that they did not understand her.

too complex.

She was

This notion is similar to that of Ann who

felt that she had taken the time to understand Whites
and wondered why they had not bothered to understand
Blacks.

Roz felt that her difficulties were rooted in

the inability of White students to understand her.

She

went on to explain the difficulty.
Int:
You said, you mentioned the classroom.
On the
one hand it seems as if you're saying that you do
well academically, but at the same time your saying
that it's difficult.
Roz:
Oh yeah.
Int:
What does that mean?
If you're doing so well
why then is it difficult.
Roz:
Well it's like, I don't know, it's like, it's
like two people learn the same thing but one has
something going on extra and the other one has
nothing going on extra.
It's like if you were
teaching the kids the ABC's or whatever, and one
kid was just learning the ABC's, and the other one
was learning the ABC's and having to count
backwards at the same time and hold their breath,
and do somersaults at the same time.
It's like,
you know, it's just different.
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Int:
Roz:
Int:
Roz:

So you feel like you have some extra burden.
Oh yeah.
Uh-huh.
A daily struggle.
A daily struggle.
Oh yeah.

Being Black to Roz meant that one had an extra
burden to bear.

She was not simply a student, but a

Black student, which meant that she was engaged in a
daily struggle,

but one which she has learned to manage

and to cope with.

She described her method of coping as

"floating".
Int:
Well I was under the impression - okay, what
does it mean then for it to be a daily struggle for
you and how do you cope with it?
Roz:
I just, I'm just cool.
I can't explain it.
I
just float, that's the expression.
Int:
You what?
Roz:
I float.
I just don't let it bother me, you
know.
Well there's one good thing about this
institution, this college right here, this state
college is that I've figured out a lot about how it
is in the real world from being here.
So that's
like, this is like the biggest lesson.
That's like
the most valuable thing about this school is that
I'm learning so much as far as society goes, and
the way people are.
And it doesn't have anything
to do with academics, what I'm learning here,
because I feel like I could learn that myself.
Just give me the book and I'll take the test.
I
feel like that’s something I could do, this school
is so easy.
And meanwhile I'm not trying to say
I'm the most intelligent person, but this school is
set up very academically, it's very easy.
I don't
know how to explain it to you, but it's so easy
sometimes that I don't even feel like trying to do
it because it's just, you know.
It's not very
challenging I would say.
I wouldn't say it's
challenging at all.
As a matter of fact, sometimes
I think I get lazy because it's so unchallenging
that I just sort of just [sigh], you know.
But
that's the way it is.
Int:
Is there anything that you could do to make the
other part easier?
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Roz:
The other part easier?
Int:
Yeah.
You said the academics you can handle.
Roz:
Yeah.
Int:
The other part.
Roz:
The other part?
I just keep trying.
I’m a
very cheerful person, I'd say.
You know.
I don't
really - I'm very numb, I'd describe it.
I just
kind of - you know, everyone has their way of
dealing with something that they don't like,
there’s some kind of conflict. .And I guess my way
of dealing with it is just sort of, just sort of I don't ignore it - but I sort of just work my way
around it very quietly and discreetly.
That's it,
yeah.
Roz did not feel that she is getting the best
academic experience in this college.

She did not feel

challenged by the academic requirements.

Where she was

challenged was in her social relations with the White
community that dominated the college environment.

This

challenge was perceived as a struggle, one in which she
survived by floating through events.

Learning how to

float was for her one of the more significant things
that this college had taught her,

since she believed

that this college was an accurate reflection of the
larger society.

Her solution to the tensions she

experienced in her social relationships with her White
cohorts was to try to balance her awareness and her
sense of numbness.

While she numbed her feelings,

did not ignore the problems around her.

she

She appeared to

have become very astute at dealing with whatever
problems she had to confront, especially from an

105

academic point of view.

In this sense,

she appeared to

have developed one of the noncognitive skills suggested
by Sedlacek (1987).

She was able to deal with issues of

racism without being emersed in them.
Learning how to deal with Whites and racism was an
important theme for all of these students.

While six of

the seven students found support for their college
experience in the Urban Education Program, one student,
Jon, was not a part of that program or even associated
with it.

Yet, he too talked about his learning

experience in terms of learning how to deal with people
and with racism.
Int:
How would you describe your experience in this
college?
Jon:
I’ve learned a lot.
I've learned a lot about
people.
A lot about getting along with people,
living with people, people's attitudes.
One of the
specific attitudes is about racism but - I've seen
it here, but everyone's seen it I think.
I've had
a professor in CJ.
I didn't think it was really
racist but you know, he was talking about reports
he hears over the radio about, you know, and on TV
about some of them.
And he just used the example,
a young Black teenager wearing such and such.
And
I'm saying to myself thinking, "Why did it have to
be Black? Why couldn't it just be White or
anything else?"
But then it's like he caught
himself because there were like two other Black
kids in the class.
We just like looked at each
other like, you know, "Did he just say Black, or
what?"
So, he then later on said, "The reason I'm
saying Black is because I predominantly work in a
Black area."
So that's what he heard.
And I had
one kid ask me.
He said, he asked me where I was
from.
I said Mattapan.
And his next question was,
"Well why did you go to college?"
I go "Why do you
go to college?
I'm sure it'd be basically the same

106

reason."
And a lot of people have a lot of
negative attitudes about the area I live in, mostly
because of the media and the way they handle it.
But as far as I’m concerned it is bad but it's
really not as bad as everyone thinks.
There's a
lot of shootings and things that happen there.
In
Boston there were 148 last year.
And a lot of them
happened in Roxbury, Dorchester, Mattapan, which is
my area.
But the area I live in, it's like on the
.... line so it's really not bad at all.
It's like
where you are, it's Mattapan, Dorchester, but
that's where you usually run into problems.
But a
lot of the kids out here, if they hear Boston, if
they hear Mattapan, they just, you know, "Oh,
you're alive."
And there's another kid I work with
on security and he just - I think he's a racist but
he doesn't even realize it, you know.
I mean it's
just the way he was brought up.
He doesn't really
say like really negative things - but he does.
It
just kind of pops out every once in a while.
He'll
just say something stupid and everyone's just like,
you know.
But he won't even realize that he said
it, that's the thing.
And there's another kid that
I used to live with him, G.
He said something
apparently racist.
I never heard it but he like
grabbed me outside his room like, "I'm really
sorry."
"For what?"
He was like, "Well I just
made a racist comment."
"Uh-huh, did you?"
He was
like, "Well it's the way I was brought up.
My
parents are racist and it's kind of in me but I'm
trying to get it out."
And he was like, "I'm
really sorry if I offended you.
Or if I ever do,
please understand."
He's like, "I don't feel that
way but that's just in me because of my parents."
While this student had had experiences with racism
before he had not had a situation where someone was
apologizing for a racist remark which was a surprise for
him.

He continues:

Int:
So he was apologizing to you.
Jon:
Yeah.
Int:
And you didn't even know why.
Jon:
I didn't know at first, not until he explained
it to me.
Int:
Right.
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Jon:
And to this day I still don't know what he
exactly said, but.
Int:
So that has been part of a learning experience.
You had not experienced this before?
Jon:
The racism?
Int:
Yeah.
You said that's one of the areas that
you've really had to learn some Jon:
I've had experiences before, yes, but.
And
it's like, now I look at it, some kids, like this
kid I just told you about who apologized and said
it was because of the way he was brought up.
I
kind of realize that a lot of it is that, the way
you're brought up, the way your parents, the way
they look at people is the way you're going to look
at people.
Eventually you understand people
yourself.
So I pretty much - if he ever said
something I’d just be like, "Oh he's racist.
And
forget him."
And I just wouldn't talk to him.
But
since he apologized and everything, that I never
experienced.
Someone being racist and you know,
apologizing and explaining why it happened.
And
it's not really done but it's there.
That's
something I hadn't experienced.
Int:
Right.
And that sounds like it was a little
difficult for you in terms of making that
transition, or you know, having those kinds of
social experiences.
Jon:
Well since I been here three semesters so far.
And as far as I'm concerned it’s there.
A lot of
times I'll just laugh at it.
I mean there's not
really much I can do about it.
It's something you
just have to deal with.
I've made a lot of close
White friends.
I moved off campus and right now I
live with four White kids off campus.
I think
we're all great.
I've made some close Black
friends.
So I’m pretty much seeing what's out
there and not just separating myself.
Jon had mentioned earlier that when he first went
to junior high school he had had trouble dealing with
the behavior of other students which he viewed as
negative and disruptive in school.

His solution to that

was to separate himself from other students and to keep
to himself for the most part.

Now in college, he was
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much more willing to tolerate a wide range of behaviors
and attitudes.

He was willing to relate to people who

were prepared to relate to him.

He had learned to deal

with people in a way that was effective for him and
allowed him to have close friends who were Black and
White.
While almost all of the students in this study
mentioned racial issues as the most significant part of
their college experience, one student had to confront
the change in academic requirements.

This young man

felt that the pressure of trying to meet academic
demands unlike those of high school was the most
significant aspect of his experience.
Int:
How would you describe your experiences in
college so far?
Vic:
Rough.
It's hard to discipline yourself to do
something, you know what I mean?
Int:
Yeah.
Vic:
Like in high school I never used to walk around
with books in my hand or nothing, you know.
I'd go
to the class, just take the notes, whatever, and go
home and study the next night for it and hand it in
to pass the test.
But college is like different,
you know.
You've got to sit down and read.
You've
got to discipline yourself to just read.
And
that's hard for me.
But I'm learning, I'm
learning.
Plus like my major, what I’m taking, you
know, people might think it's a piece of cake but
it isn't.
Because I have to study a lot of, you
know, I have some heavy courses for my major.
Int:
And your major is?
Vic:
Phys. Ed.
College was not easy for Vic.

He was being

challenged intellectually in ways that were new for him
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and this challenge stood out for him as he reflected on
his experience in college.

He also was a freshman.

He

had not had the time perhaps to experience the social
conflicts discussed by the other students.

His major

problem was coming to terms with a new set of academic
demands.

The Classroom
One of the most important aspects of college life
is what happens in the classroom and between student and
faculty.

The students in this study had a variety of

experiences, and consequently,

looked upon their

experiences from different perspectives.

The student

identified as Roz consistently described how easy it was
for her to perform academically at this state college.
Yet,

in talking about her experiences in the classroom

she talked about feeling uncomfortable.
Roz:
In the classroom?
Int:
In the classroom.
Roz:
Well I've gotten used to it I think.
It's
normal business now.
I still get uncomfortable
when issues come up about Black this, or minority
that, or this.
I still feel, "Hmm, lucky I got
some dark skin because I'd probably be bright red
right now."
You know.
It's like a permanent
blush.
But I'm pretty comfortable.
Int:
Why does that bright red blush come?
Roz:
Oh, 'cause if we're talking about something
that I know that people are - I'm perceiving that
they're actually waiting for me to answer and I
actually know that they're waiting for me to
answer, I get uncomfortable and I get nervous.
I
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feel like all of a sudden I'm the one Black person
in the whole world and I'm the speaker for all the
Blacks in the world.
And I have to say this right
or they won't understand it and then the rest of
their interactions with other people will be based
on what I tell them because they have no other
connections.
And I just happen to have been the
spoke person for that day, so they listened to me.
And when I say "a permananent blush,”
I'm serious.
I even write - I have a poem based on this
permanent blush.
I feel like when I'm in school
sometimes I have a permanent blush.
It's really my
Black skin, but to others it's like a permanent
blush.
You know.
Int:
Uh-huh.
Do you remember the poem?
Roz:
No, not off hand.
But it has a lot to do with
what I was just talking about.
Even though Roz experienced a sense of uneasiness
in the classroom she was able to perform well
academically.

In fact, being a Black person acted as a

kind of incentive for her to perform.

When asked how

she felt being a Black student on a White campus had
affected her behavior and performance,

she said:

Int: It makes you do better.
How so?
Roz: Because I always feel like I have to keep up.
It's like if the average - if I was in a class and
the average was a B, then I would be getting an A.
If the average was a C, then I would be getting a
B.
I just do whatever it is to keep the little
notch ahead.
Honestly, I do.
And (pause), I don't
even remember what you asked me.
Int:
What I asked was, how do you think that being a
Black student affects your behavior or your
performance.
Roz:
Oh yeah, that's what I was saying.
Yeah, I try
harder.
I'm very competitive.
Int:
So it's kind of an incentitive for you?
Roz:
Sometimes, yeah.
It is for me.
Being Black and competitive allowed Roz to perform
at a level just above the average for her class.

While
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she felt that the academic requirements were not very
challenging,

she also recognized that she was not

performing at her best.
as a Black person,

Since she was aware of herself

she performed at a level just above

that of her White cohorts.

She described herself as a

lazy student.
Roz:
I think I'm real lazy.
Int:
You're lazy?
Roz:
A little, yeah.
Because the reason I say I'm
lazy is because I know that, I know that I'm a
little lazy, meaning that I admit it to myself.
But other people don't see me as lazy.
Other
people see me as very outgoing, and very energetic,
and able to do a lot of things.
I know this
because people have told me, and I've, you know,
this has been my experience.
But I know that I'm
not always giving 100 percent.
As a matter of
fact, I wouldn't even say half the time I give 100
percent.
And that makes me feel bad sometimes
because I think, well everyone thinks I'm, like I
exert myself sometimes, but I'm really not at all,
you know.
So sometimes it's like, actually
sometimes I try to hold back because I think if I'm
only giving 50 percent, and I'm giving it any - if
I gave 100 percent I would look like, you know.
Int:
You would look like what?
Roz:
I would look like I'm overworking myself, or
overexerting myself unnecessarily, I don't know.
It’s just - I would describe myself as lazy.
Self-admittedly lazy, not known as a lazy person at
all, but I'm lazy.
I'm very - I know what I have
to do to get the job down, I should say that.
In order for Roz not to stand out in terms of her
intellectual abilities she restrains herself.

If she

did more or worked harder she would be seen as
overworking herself which may set her apart from her
peers.

The only thing that she thinks would encourage
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her to work to her highest potential is a greater
incentive,

such as going to a better school.

When asked

about what could be done to improve her academic
performance she commented on the need for an incentive.
Roz:
To improve it?
Int:
Yeah.
Roz:
Some incentive?
I don't know how - to improve
it? Wow, well, I guess it would be up to me
because it's all - To improve it? Well.
My
academic performance is really based on me.
I
don't really let any outside factors affect my
academic performance.
I try not to, I should say.
There’s been classes where I was uncomfortable,
where I was uncomfortable that I felt like in the
classroom I was - my academic performance was
affected, meaning I might not get an A in class
participation.
But when the test comes, you better
believe that I would get an A.
But wow, to improve
it.
I don’t even know if, you know, even if I
think I had, if I had all Black people in my class,
I don't know if I could improve it any more because
I think it's basically up to me.
Like I said, it's
not very challenging, so I don't know what.
I
guess it would have to be some kind of incentive to
make an improvement.
See if someone told me that
if I get better grades I can go to a better school,
I would do better.
You know.
Roz did not experience the classroom as a difficult
place.

She controlled what happened to her in the

classroom in terms of academic performance.

The most

difficult part of the classroom experience for her was
the social dynamics in the class.

Sometimes the

tensions in the social dynamics in the classroom were
rooted in the interactions with the instructor,
sometimes it involved the other students,
times it was both.

and other

These social dynamics appeared to
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have a major impact on her experiences and acted as a
restraint on her academic performance,

even though her

grades were above average.
Another young woman talked about her experiences in
class and the difficulty of being a Black student in a
mainly White class.

She struggled to balance the

tensions between herself and other students as well as
herself and her professors.

She talked about her

experience at length.
Ann:
Yeah, sure. There was many times that I got
my - second semester? third semester? - not too
long ago.
Walked into a class late first day of
class and I was the only Black in there.
And the
teacher had started talking, and I walked in.
Everybody's head, you see flip up when someone
walks into the classroom late.
You know what I'm
saying.
But I sat down.
I sat down on the side of
the room, right.
And as I was sitting down,
instead of the whole class going back to the
teacher, you know, everybody's eyes were still on
me.
And I'm looking around like, "Is my shirt on?"
You know what I'm saying?
"Do I have my shirt on?"
That type of thing.
You also - I had an English
professor. We're really close now.
He was my
English Comp professor, and in class one day he was
talking about - God, what was it - a writer, James
Baldwin, Go Tell it on the Mountain, he was
bringing up Go Tell it on the Mountain.
And he was
saying something about ghetto life and what the
whole, you know, James Baldwin's path, and stuff,
whatever it was, he kind of like stepped lightly on
a few things.
When he should have said 'Black' he
said 'Negro'.
You know.
And then he'd look at me,
and he’d ask for opinions.
And he'd, "Ann, so
what's your opinion?"
And it was like, "Well
there's 30 other people in this room.
Ask them
their opinion too.
Just because I'm Black, you
want to know mine.
I want to know their opinion.
Do they know anything about this?
I'm interested
in what they, you know, you know my opinion idiot.
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I'm Black.
You know my opinion on this subject.
Any Black person's opinion on this subject.
It
ain't going to vary too much.
You know.
So,
things like that.
Things like that.
The good
example is now I have this professor for History of
Jazz.
Just came out of his class 'cause I love it.
He doesn't have a text book.
He focusses on
African-American history, music history, working up
to the spirituals, blues, jazz.
And he brought in
tapes, bringing in tapes.
Most of his class is
going to be video tape.
And I believe that this
White man lived through a Black experience because
of music.
You know, music is a crossover key to
anything, any cultural experience.
It’s a
crossover key.
And I guess this was his way of
crossing over.
And he took video tapes of Black
gospel in churches, Black blues which happens like
in the back of barbershops or the number shop - you
know what I'm saying - where everybody gets
together, start singing the blues, you know,
getting high or smoking cigarettes, whatever.
He
took a video tape of this.
And like I'm sitting
there to myself, I was so engrossed because this
took me back home, sitting up there clapping to the
(claps) gospel.
You know what I'm saying.
And
smiling and laughing because I understand and I'm
attaching myself to this.
But this man, these
White boys behind me, they're laughing because
these Black people's funny looking while they're
dancing.
This is what I hear behind me.
And this
Black man, "I can’t understand what he's saying."
You understand what I'm saying.
"Yeah, he's
saying-" something.
I had to turn around and tell
him what he's saying.
That type of thing, that's
something that bothers you.
That's when I say it's
not blatant, it's an undercurrent.
But it's an
undercurrent of ignorance more than an undercurrent
of just plain old discrimination and prejudice.
It's just, they don't know.
And until you're part
of, make yourself part of someone else’s culture,
you just don't know.
You have no idea.
And you
know, I get angry.
I got angry today in class.
'Cause I was actually in church for five minutes
while that video was going.
And I think that's a
very sacred place for me.
I love it there.
I like
stomping my feet and clapping my hands.
They
didn't understand that.
And you know, I started, I
was sitting there like this.
Didn't even realize
it that nobody else around me was clapping like I
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was, or stomping their feet like I was.
I was just
in church, you know.
And they’re all looking at me
like, "Damn.”
You know.
What’s up here? And then
I get, "I'm Black.
What do you think my thing is."
You know what I’m saying.
I’m into it.
This is
part of me.
But nobody else was.
There was a
couple of White people around me but I think they
were music majors.
They clapped their hands and
stomped their feet to anything that had a beat.
You know.
Or that they were trying to get into.
But, I don't know, it's just a wierd, felt it.
You
feel it.
It's nothing that no one has to sit out
there and plainly tell you you're a nigger or
anything like that.
It's something you feel when
you walk into the room.
Int:
So my guess is that makes it kind of hard to
_•?

Ann:
Yeah, it makes it - not for me, I don't think
it makes it hard for me.
It could make it hard if
you hate.
It's not making it hard on me.
It's
making me understand better why not to hate.
It's
making me, I think, more of a humble person.
I'm a
lot more humble now because of it.
And I think
humbleness is a key to success.
In fact if I
humble myself even more, I'll be a whole lot more
successful in the things that I do.
The experience of the classroom can be a powerful
learning place.

The difficulties Ann experienced in the

classroom forced her to learn how to deal with both
faculty and students.

The result was that she has

assumed a world view that is more open.

While she

initially experienced some of the tensions in class that
focused on her racial identity as discrimination,

she

concluded that much of the tension was a result of
ignorance rather than prejudice.

Consequently,

she

recognized the importance of assuming a posture of
humility.

She suggested that to be humble was to avoid
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hating others when there were racial tensions and being
open to the differences in people's cultural experience.
She was much better able to learn from and enjoy the
classroom experience by assuming this posture because
she is not invested in a negative emotional response to
the tensions in the classroom.

These tensions were

intensified when there were only a few Black students in
the classroom.

Later,

she returned to her experiences

in the classroom and spoke of being the only Black
student with a sense of poignancy.
Ann:
It's alright.
I've been the only Black student
in a lot of the classes.
The only one.
It's hard
being the only one sometimes because there's
sometimes in class that things, you know, they
definitely go towards racism.
I'm the only Black
student in my economics class right.
And he was
talking about - he touched on urban economics for a
minute, and rent control, questions toward rent
control and things like that.
This was today.
And
it - none of the students had any answers for me
around rent control.
You know, it's kind of funny.
It's sad, it's sad.
Now it's funny; then it was
sad.
Then I realized as I looked around, I'm
sitting in the front of the class, and I looked
around as we're leaving, and I realized I was the
only Black child in the class that would even
understand what rent control was all about, and
urban economics when he mentioned it, and stuff
like that.
Uneven type of balance when I could
have turned around and looked at someone else who
was Black who would probably understand.
And just
laughed it off.
"Damn, we're the only niggers in
here that know what the hell is going on."
You
know.
But that wasn't the case.
And I didn't feel
small or anything, but I kind of felt like a cold
run through my back as everybody stared at me from
the back of the room as I was answering these rent
control questions.
Not that I even came from that
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background, but I know.
feel too good.

And,

I don't know.

Didn't

The experience of being the only Black student in a
classroom was stressful.

A great deal of energy went

into managing a sense of identity and self-concept as
well as responding to the teachers and other students.
Ted went through a similar learning process and drew a
conclusion not unlike that of Ann.

He too talked about

trying to figure out a balance of perspective and
maintaining respect from his peers.
Int:
Yeah.
Seems like that became an important
issue for you, you know, just having some respect
from your peers.
Ted:
Yeah, respect is very important to me because I
never felt I was beneath anybody.
As many times as
they try to make you feel beneath, I was Int:
They?
Ted:
"They” as the majority of this college, the
White students of this college.
I mean you have a
lot of ones that are nice, then there are ones who
aren't nice.
And some, they say it out loud, some
that say it in an undercurrent by actions and
notions.
It all equals out to they make you feel
unequal.
They let you know how different you are,
you know, by looks.
They can look at you with a
smile but look at you with a funny smile because
you are different.
And I let them know, I may be
different outside but I still got the same brain
you have.
Int:
So you had some incidents or some things like
that happen to you?
Ted:
The incidents I had were basically in the
classroom where I may have been the only Black
student in the classroom full of White students and
it's like I knew that they were surprised because I
answered questions.
You know, you get that
feeling, you get that look that people are looking
at you like, "Wow, he answered the question."
You
know.
And it made me feel good because I know
either it bothered them or it surprised them, and
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it made me feel good because like, "Yeah, you
thought I didn't know."
Or, "You think I can't
know."
Or you know - from that point on I said I'm
always going to try to answer at least two
questions every class, any class, to let people
know, you know, you ain't dealing with no dumb
Black kid.
Int:
Uh-huh, uh-huh.
Ted:
One time one of those questions I answered was
challenged by a student.
"Well how do you know?"
And I automatically right off the bat got
offensive, not even thinking of what he was saying.
I said, "Look, because I'm Black I can't know?"
Int:
Uh-huh.
Ted:
And I sounded stupid because it had nothing to
do with being Black.
He was asking me how did I
know because how did I know.
Int:
Uh-huh.
Ted:
And I think it caused me to say, "Oh-oh."
What
am I doing wrong?
Crazy here or what.
What am I
getting so mad for?
You know, because other people
in the class looked at me like, "Why?
Why did you
say that?"
Int:
Uh-huh.
Ted:
I started to say, "Okay.
You got to focus
yourself.
You got to separate the good from the
bad instead of categorizing.
That's what they do.
Don't do what they do."
Having the respect of his peers and the sense that
he belonged on this campus were important issues for
Ted.

So much so,

that he felt that when others

questioned"him about his base of knowledge that it was a
challenge to his intellectual ability.

What he

discovered was that he could be mistaken about other
students'

intentions.

He too concluded that he needed

to change how he was looking at his experience.
than strive to be more humble,
focused and avoid categorical

Rather

he sought to become more
judgements about people.
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When asked later if he still experienced tensions in the
classroom,

he had this to say:

Ted:
I still experience it.
I'm still the only
Black student in some courses.
But since I've been
here, there's been a higher minority enrollment, or
at least as far as I can tell, there's a higher
minority enrollment so I find myself as maybe one
of three minorities in a class.
But I still find
myself as the only one in a lot of courses because
of the different, what type of courses that I may
have taken.
Int:
And how do you experience that?
How do you
feel about that?
How do you feel in those classes?
Ted:
Not intimidated whatsoever.
More or less, I'm
here to do a job.
I’m here to do a job, and my job
is to get the information that this teacher is
telling me and learn it, and regurgitate it back to
her or him regardless of what these people around
me say, think, or do.
I’m here to do what I got to
do and leave.
Int:
Right.
Ted:
If I meet friends along the way, fine.
If I
don't, it's no skin off my back.
Which is much
different, whereas I always looked around and side
to side every time I was in a course my freshman
year.
Now I come in there, I don't care.
Fine,
you're all White, you're all White and you're all
women, you know.
And the women professors.
She's
maybe being sexist.
I'll say something about it.
That's another thing, I've become more vocal in the
course.
But I'm here to take care of my business.
Int:
Uh-huh.
Ted: That's the way I look at it.
Realizing that he was able to control

some of the

dynamics in class as they related to him and what he
wanted out of a class appeared to make Ted better
prepared to deal with his peers and instructors.

He

seemed to be stronger as a student and more
self-confident.

Ted's response to the alienation and

ambivalence he felt in the classroom was to establish
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respect as a prime category of his social relations.
also,

over the years,

social and emotional
experience.
and leave.

He

learned to distance himself from
involvement in the classroom

He came to class to take care of business
The detachment reduced the social tension he

felt in class.

And it allowed him to function

effectively with a positive sense of self.
Unfortunately,

not all of the students in this study

resolved their experiences with the same results.
Pam,

who was a senior,

spoke about her experiences

from a different perspective and a different sense of
herself.

When asked about her description of herself as

a student she talked about an encounter she had with a
professor.
Pam:
I would say average as far as grades go.
I get
a few A's.
It seems like I get mostly C's.
I get
a lot of B's.
I don't think I work up to my
potential.
Very few classes that I've really
enjoyed.
I think a lot of the professors are
prejudiced.
I think they conduct their classes in
a way that allows for the students to be prejudiced
against other minorities.
When I say that - well I
just give another example of something that
happened to me.
I had answered a question in a
class that I felt was right because of other
classes that I've taken.
And it was weird, that
same semester I was taking a class that correlated.
And I gave an answer, and he was like, "No, that's
not right."
But another student, right after me,
said something similar in different words, and he
was like, "That's it, that's it."
For the rest of
the sememster I didn't have anything to say to him.
It just seemed like, I don't know, it just seemed
like because I didn't use the words that he used it just didn't make any sense how he could say,
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"No, that's wrong."
And it wasn't the kind of
answer that could be right or wrong.
It was an
opinion question.
But he was still like, "No."
And that was the second class, and I said nothing
else in that class for rest of the semester.
And
that was last sememster.
And that was a psychology
class.
And you would think that a psychology
professor would know better than to do something
like that.
It was really discouraging, and I felt
stupid.
So I didn't have anything else to say.
Whenever he would call on me, I would just say, "I
don't know," and look away.
Int:
Has that happened to you a lot here?
Pam:
That never happened to me before, and it really
bothered me.
Pam experienced the classroom as a very negative
place because of her interaction with the professor.
Moreover,

she had other negative experiences with

faculty.

She reported on one encounter where she sought

help.
Int:
I think - I have a question here about the
faculty that I think basically that you've seemed
to answer that.
Are there any faculty who you've
gotten along with, or who have been very helpful to
you?
Pam:
Yeah, but not as many that don’t help me.
There's been more that don't help me.
I've taken a
class where the teacher told me he was busy and
that he couldn’t help me.
And it was like an
indefinite "I can’t help you."
It wasn't like, see
me next week.
It was like, "I can't help YOU."
And I failed that class.
And that was the only
class that I failed.
And that was originally my
major.
Int:
What major did you have?
Pam:
It was - I don't remember at the time if it was
biology or chemistry, but I was making a decision
between one of those.
But it was a chemistry class
that I failed.
I got A's in science in high
school.
I even took chemistry in high school and I
got an A.
And I did devote a lot of time to my
studies for that class.
That was my first
semester, freshman year, so I don't know if that
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had anything to do with it.
heavy course load.

But I didn't have a

Later she elaborated on the impact of the
instructor's style of teaching on her when she talked
about what was needed to improve her academic
performance.
Pam:
I would say more caring teachers.
It's just
like without encouragement - I mean I know to a
certain extent you have to want to do things for
yourself - but I've taken classes where I would
just be happy that I'd gotten a C.
And that's what
I've gotten.
Just so I could fulfill my core, or
maybe even my major, just to get it out of the way.
Int:
How could a teacher show you that they care?
Pam:
By being more receptive to your ideas.
A lot
of teachers want you to regurgitate what they said
to you, and they don't want any of your opinion in
it.
That was a class, that was the type of class
that I had that kept me off the dean's list.
And
it was like everything he said, he wanted word for
word.
And if it wasn't, the more you were off, the
less points you get.
And almost every student in
that class had a beef with the teacher about that.
Int:
Had a beef?
Pam:
Yeah.
Int:
Oh, I thought you said had a B.
Had a beef.
Uh-huh.
Pam:
They just don't, they don't care.
It's obvious
that they don't care.
It's like they're here to
tell you what they know, and it doesn't matter what
you know.
And that's not true of all teachers, but
a lot of teachers that I've had, it's like strictly
lecture.
But even where it wasn't, like I said, I
didn't participate too much.
Int:
So that even if it's not a strictly lecture
kind of format Pam:
Well no, because if the teacher is nice - nice
meaning not snide and isn't going to cut you off
when you're trying to get something out, or
receptive to other people's ideas, then I would
participate.
But the teachers that I tend to have
aren't like that.
And so, like with the psychology
class that I took when the teacher was like, "No,
that's wrong,"
it just like through me for a loop.
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And I was like, it'll never happen again.
And I
haven't, I didn't let it happen in that class, and
it hasn't happened again.
Int:
And so that's sort of - your silence is a
response to that kind of reaction from the
teachers.
Pam:
Uh-huh.
The need for attention and support from faculty
seemed to be very important for Pam.
was not available for her,

Since that support

she experienced the classroom

and her exchanges with faculty as negative.

Her

feelings about the campus as a whole were negative and
she would not recommend it to other Black students.
Perhaps,

even more telling was her conclusion that her

experiences in college are a reflection of what awaits
her after she leaves.
Int:
What, if anything, is different about you as a
college student as opposed to a high school
student?
Pam:
I would think that I have a more negative
outlook on life because I've never seen prejudice
like I've seen it here before.
And to see it in
school, I mean it's right outside of Spruceville.
I can just imagine what it would be like somewhere
else where there were hardly any Blacks, and trying
to get into a business.
Or just trying to get
services from a business would be difficult to
experience the racism.
It's painful.
Int:
So are you worried then about what's going to
happen when you leave college?
Pam:
To a small degree.
I mean right now it's not I mean even though it's really close around the
corner, it's not something that I can worry about
until it happens.
It's discouraging.
Int:
How does that discouragement affect you?
Pam:
Well as of now I still want to complete my last
semester and get my degree.
And I'm sure that I
will go job hunting.
But more than likely I won't
just say, "No, I won't take this job," thinking
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I'll get something better, because I may not get
another offer.
So I would probably take something
that was offered to me right away instead of
shopping around.
Pam's college experiences have been painful.

She

will leave this college with a greater sense of
hopelessness than when she came.

She was not able to

find the kinds of academic relationships that would
foster personal growth.

The things that she learned or

experienced in the classroom and her interactions with
faculty only served to undermine her sense of self and
her abilities to function effectively in the world.
her college experience,

In

the only classes in which she

felt comfortable were those courses offered by the Urban
Education Program.
Pam:
For me the classroom isn't someplace where I
feel comfortable.
The class I most felt comfortable
in was a class sponsored by the Urban Education
program.
Int:
Why?
Pam:
Because the students in there were minorities
mainly.
And that's all I can think of the reason
would be.
The teachers seem to care more about your
opinion and try to get you involved.
And I was
involved.
And that was probably - I took that class
twice - it was probably the class I did the most
participation in.
I put my most time studying into
those classes.
And I did get A's so it was worth
it.
And I learned a lot but I still never really
could apply it to other classes that I took because
other teachers, and there was lack of encouragement.
Or even concern.
The teachers didn't even seem
concerned whether or not you learned it.
It was
like, it's up to you type of thing.
Like with the
chemistry class.
And it’s happened in other
classes:
psychology, hist - not history, geography,
definitely political science, and that's my minor.
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But very little help did those teachers want to give
me.
Int:
It sounds like this has had an impact on you.
Pam:
A major impact.
Pam believed that she did not receive support from
most faculty because she was Black.

Her racial identity

cut her off from intellectual contact with faculty and
restricted her participation in classroom discussions.
Unlike Ann, Ray, and Ted,

she did not feel personally

challenged by the atmosphere in class or the actions of
her teachers.

At a time when she wanted support,

she

felt rejected.
Vic talked about his experience in the classroom.
He also felt a little uneasy about being the only Black
student in a class.

But he appeared to be learning how

to cope with that situation.

He described his

interactions in the classroom as social interactions
with the focus on his relationship with his White
cohorts rather than with his instructors.
Int:
What's it like for you in your classroom?
Vic:
I feel like uneasy in a lot of my classes
because like I'm the only Black.
In all of my
classes I'm the only Black.
But like you know,
some of the White students in my classes have made
efforts to talk to me, you know.
They talk to me
and everything like that.
I really didn't - I was
like - not shy - but I didn't really say anything
to them.
The White students that are in my class,
I never said anything to them.
But like they, you
know, came up to me and was like, oh, you know,
"what page is that on?"
Then we ended up talking
and becoming friends, you know.
So I mean, it's
not bad.
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Int:
What - going back to the classroom situation,
you talked about feeling uneasy.
Do you have a
sense of why it is you feel uneasy in the
classroom?
Vic:
Because I'm not used to being in an all White
environment, that's what it is.
If it were an all
Black class, I mean, it would be just like just
talking and everybody, you know.
That's like them
- they're the all White class so that they're going
to sooner or later become, you know, interact and
talk socially, you know.
They're going to meet
friends and friends and everything in there.
But
like for me, you know, it'd be kind of hard, you
know.
Int:
Why?
Vic:
See I'm not the type of person, especially like
I'm in a all White class, go up and say "Hey, how
are you doing?" and start talking like that.
That's not me.
I can't picture myself doing it,
you know.
It makes you look like, you know, like
I'm a sucker or something.
Int:
A what?
Vic:
It makes me look like a sucker or something,
like I'm desperately trying to be friends with
everybody, which is not true.
They could be saying
in their mind, like, "I hope this is not one of
these Black guys that tries to act White," or
whatever.
You know what I mean?
I don't want to
force the issue on them or anything, you know.
If
we happen to talk or speak or whatever, then, you
know, then that will happen.
But I don't try to
force or make a issue of it.
But I do have friends
in those classes, you know, that I talk to.
Vic was conscious of himself as the only Black
student and cautious about his interactions in the
classroom.

His approach was to establish relationships

with other students around the course materials, while
trying not to appear desperate or dependent upon them
for a relationship.

Since he was a freshman, Vic was

still negotiating his presence on the campus.

He was
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attempting to remain open to relationships with Whites
as he settled into college life.
The classroom is a significant focal point of any
college experience.

This is true not only because the

classroom is the primary sphere of learning,

but because

it is a major sphere of social interaction and because,
for many students,

those social interactions become

either explicitly or implicitly a focal point of their
racial identity.

The students must learn to manage

their sense of self-awareness in a way that maintains
their self-esteem in an environment that is perceived as
uninviting,

if not hostile.

This task is addressed

above and beyond the academic and intellectual exchange
that is the primary purpose of the classroom.
These Black students learned to manage the social
and emotional exchange in the classroom in varying ways.
At times,

the experience of the classroom was perceived

as a challenge that had to be confronted.
perceived in these terms,

the students appeared to

perform better and got more from the class.
times,

When it was

At other

it was perceived as a barrier which forced some

students to withdraw.
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Personal and Social Relationships
One of the areas where these Black students
experienced the most difficulty was in their intimate
and social relationships.

Often college offers the

opportunity to form bonds between peers, many of which
turn into intimate and lasting relationships.

However,

for the students in this study those kinds of
relationships seemed extremely difficulty to establish
or to maintain.

For those students who had managed to

establish a close intimate relationship with a peer,

the

relationship was seen as a valued aspect of their
college experience.

These students spoke of how

important the relationship was to their academic
success.

Ted talked about the significance of his

relationship with his girlfriend and the problem of
dating for Black students.
Int:
What about dating?
How's that?
Ted:
Dating?
Int:
What has that been like?
Ted:
The majority of this campus is women, but the
majority of them are White women.
And the Black
guys here, depending on where they're from, I
notice it depends on where they're from, the Black
guys from here, from like the Spruceville area and
stuff like that, they haven't really talked to
White girls.
So they really don't get caught up in
that, and they go after the Black girls that are
here.
But yet if they're not about business, the
Black girls here don't want to be bothered with
them.
And then they get frustrated.
And then all
of a sudden they start finding themselves talking
to the White girls.
But the majority of the White
girls, the vast majority, they don't want to be
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bothered with a Black person.
Whether or not it's
because of pressure, peer pressure, or whatever.
So then the brothers find themselves frustrated:
"I hate this school.
This, this, this and that.
The Black girls around here are stuck up, stuck up
on themselves and stuff."
But it's that they're
about business and they don't want to be bothered
with them if they're not.
Now if you're about
business, and you find you a Black girl that's
about business, and you go settle down and just
date each other, you know.
This Black male saw several problems in the dating
situation of young Black men.

These men were

outnumbered by women, most of whom were White.
to make their choices from this population.
to Ted,

They had

According

it was difficult to establish a relationship

with Black women because they are "about business",
serious about school and more interested in academic
concerns than many of the Black male students.

In

addition, most White women were not very interested in
relationships with Black men.
did not develop,

When dating relationships

the Black males felt less satisfied

with the institution.

Ted's solution to this problem

was to find a relationship that worked for him.
Ted:
You can find that.
I found that.
And I found
it - I tell you this now - it helped me get through
this college a lot more easier to have - if you
want to call it a mate - who has the same type of
idea or goal as you have, and also the same color
so they can relate to you.
And it keeps your mind
on the ground.
Int:
Uh-huh.
Ted:
Running around, keep searching like a dog
chasing it's tail.
You know, every time.
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Int:
So you personally have a girlfriend in a
relationship.
Ted:
Right.
Int:
And that has helped.
Ted:
Tremendously.
She's like, just like they say,
there's nothing stronger than a good woman.
She's
like a backbone for me and I'm like a backbone for
her.
If I'm dropping in grades - she's an
excellent student - if I'm dropping in grades,
she'll kick me in the butt and say, "Hey, what are
you here for? What did you tell me when we used to
talk all the time about what you wanted to be and
what you wanted to do.
You're compromising.
Now
get back on the ball."
Int:
Uh-huh.
Ted:
A lot of times you can't find a fellow that'll
do that.
They're worried about themselves.
Int:
Uh-huh.
Ted:
A girl, she'll look out for you if she's the
right type, right type of woman.
Ted's solution was to get involved with a young
woman with whom he appeared to have a very strong bond.
This relationship was not only important for its social
aspects,
goals.

but it served to assist him in his educational
Consequently, his experience of this college was

perceived as more positive than it would have been
without this relationship.

A young woman who had a

similar kind of relationship with her boyfriend made a
remarkably similar comment.
Roz:
Dating?
Int:
Yes.
Roz:
I'm a married woman you could say.
Yeah, I
have a steady boyfriend.
Int:
So it's not an issue for you.
Roz:
No, yeah.
I'm a married woman I could say.
That's the best thing, that's what keeps me happy
up here, period.
You know.
My boyfriend is like
my husband.
He's my best friend, he's my partner,
he's my everything, you know.
And I'm his
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everything too, so.
We're like, we feed each
other's fire, we're each others fuel, whatever you
want to say.
And I think that's what makes my
experiences at school a lot more easier than my
other Black friends because I'm, honestly I'm the
only one that I know of in that people identify
with as like this couple, you know.
Int:
So you see it as being difficult for other?
Roz:
Yeah.
I think I have like a little extra
because of the fact I do have him here.
I mean
lots of people might have a boyfriend or girlfriend
at home or whatever, but I just happen to be lucky
that mine is also in the same situation as me, you
know.
Roz also saw some advantages to the exclusivity of
her relationship with her boyfriend.

It should be noted

that she and Ted were not referring to each other.

It

seems that there were at least two Black couples on
campus that have a strong relationship that helped
sustain these students in college.

According to some of

the other participants in this study,
relationship was a difficult task.

attaining such a

One young woman was

most emphatic in her statement of the situation.
Int:
What about dating?
Pam:
On campus?
Int:
Yeah, I guess, or, uh-huh.
Pam:
Not for me.
People talk too much.
It's just
not done.
Int:
What do you mean?
Is it not done for you, or Pam:
It's not done for a lot of people.
Because - I
don't know - there's a lot of girls up here that do
date the guys up here but it's usually they end up
having a bad reputation, or a lot of other girls
won't like them because maybe they like that guy.
There's also a lot of interracial relationships.
And the Black guys will hear it from the Black
girls.
And the I can't think of a situation
where, none that I've known, where a Black girl was
with a White guy.
But Black guys talk about that
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too and they get upset.
So I don't know, I don't
know.
That's something entirely different.
Blacks
and Blacks, it's still, it's not done.
Int:
You mean Pam:
It's not something I would do.
Int:
So you're saying you wouldn't date some of the
Black guys here.
Pam:
The Black guys up here, right.
Int:
And you're also saying you wouldn't date some
of the White guys up here.
Pam:
Well, I wouldn't.
I wouldn't date anyone up
here.
Int:
And apparently from what you're saying is that
a lot of the interracial dating that does take
place is Black guys with White girls, and very
little in the way of the opposite.
Pam:
Right.
Int:
And that even within the Black guys and the
Black girls, that there's a lot of - what ?
Pam:
I don't know.
It's like they don't know how to
handle relationships.
There's no confidentiality.
In some situations there's no respect.
I don't
know.
I've never been in a relationship with
someone up here, but I've seen things happen.
Then
again, I'm not on the inside so I can't really
speak on that.
I've never recommended it, never.
Because it leads to problems.
It always has, since
my freshman year.
Even though this young woman was a senior,
avoided dating on campus.

she had

For her, the social climate

for dating relationships was filled with conflict
between

women and lack of trust between men and women.

The fact that she did not have a close relationship may
have contributed to her generally negative view of the
campus and of her experience at this institution.
so,

Even

one student who spoke very positively of the college

also rejected the idea of dating on campus.

Although
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she saw herself as getting along with everyone,

she

rejected the idea of dating on campus.
Int:
What about dating?
Ann:
No.
On campus?
I do date.
I ain't, I don't
date.
I go out.
I don't date to go - "I got a
date."
No, I don't have no date.
I don't go out
with the fellas.
There may be one that catches my
head snap.
Dating on campus, no.
People, no.
It's just it’s too close to home.
It's something I
wouldn't recommend to anyone.
Int:
What do you mean, it's too close to home?
Ann:
It's like mixing business with pleasure I
guess.
And, you know, I talked about discipline.
And it's very hard to discipline yourself when you
have something that you're falling for that close
by.
'Cause that's what a date leads to no matter
what.
It’s leads to either being a boyfriend, or
being someone that you hate.
You know.
And you
don't want to deal with that on campus and at
school.
'Cause the minute you see that person,
that's going to deter you from doing everything
else you wanted to do that day.
Or at least for
that hour.
So I'd rather not.
I'd rather wait to
do that after school.
It makes it a whole lot
easier.
The position taken by Ann was a little different
from Pam.

She rejected dating because it interfered

with her study plans and her educational goals.

She was

not so disturbed by the problems between men and women,
but rather was concerned about the impact of personal
relationships on her educational goals and study habits.
At the same time,

she did,

in fact,

her relationships at a distance.

go out,

but she kept

The refusal to get

emotionally involved with another student was part of
her stategy for completing her education.
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The perspective of two of the uncommitted young men
was slightly different.

Vic, while he did not talk

specifically about dating did discuss the advice given
to him by his father about dating.
Vic:
My father told me before I came up here, he was
like, "Now you remember what I told you boy, don't
go up there messing around.
Those White girls will
have you in jail."
I don't know, he's kind of
serious about that 'cause like something had
happened to my uncle like that in North Carolina.
He didn't want to be with the lady anymore or
whatever and she tried to sue him or whatever,
saying that he raped her or whatever.
I guess
since that experience, that bad experience, he's
not prejudiced or nothing but he's just like, you
know, people are people and everything I
understand, but you know, there's no one - you have
to see awful far.
Always keep your p's and q's on.
Be aware of what’s going on around you.
He said
you'll get your education and everything.
He
doesn't mind me going to college here at all, you
know.
They like it because I get to come home and
everything; they get to see me.
But as far as just told me to watch out for myself, you know.
He
said not let alone, you know, White people they're not bad or nothing - you can't trust
anybody, you know.
If person you can trust is your
parents, or people that you know.
He didn't try to
say - he'll just say, "Watch out.
Because I know
how some of those White women are."
He was just
telling me to watch out for myself.
Int:
Have you taken his advice to heart?
Vic:
Yeah I've taken it, you know.
I've heard of a
couple of incidents like that that happened up
here.
Where brothers got thrown out - brothers
that I know that play basketball that are friends
of mine got thrown out of school for that.
Vic appeared to be very concerned about what would
happen to him if he dated across racial lines.
father,

His

the experience of his uncle, and some incidents

on campus made him very aware of some problems involved
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in interracial dating.

But since he was a freshman,

it

was not clear whether or not the issue of dating on
campus was important to him at this point.

Jon, a

sophomore who is living with some White roommates,
his perspective.

gave

He pointed out that he had no problem

with interracial dating.
Int:
Uh-huh.
What about dating?
Jons
Dating.
Hmm.
Drinking, not dating.
Int:
Well, drinking and dating.
Jon:
Drinking and dating.
Int:
Dating or drinking, I don't know.
Jon:
Well, I don't really have a girlfriend or
anything up here so.
I mean myself socially
everything is fine.
I have a lot of friends and
stuff.
And I'm not really seeing anyone.
I was
seeing someone at home but I'm not any more.
It's,
I don’t know.
Int:
So would you date people from this campus?
Jon:
Yeah.
Int:
What about cross racial dating?
Jon:
Yeah.
I don't see why not.
Int:
Have you seen a lot of that on campus?
Jon:
Cross racial dating?
Int:
Uh-huh.
Jon:
Yeah.
I'd say it's 50-50.
Int:
Yeah.
What do you mean, 50-50?
Jon:
You know, like half, well I'd see like - I
don't really see everyone cross dating but I'd see
like half the Black students cross dating.
Int:
Really.
Who are they? Men and women or both
Black men and Black women?
Jon:
Men basically.
Int:
Okay.
So how do you - you basically feel
that's okay and you don't have any problems with
it.
Jon:
No, I don't see any problems with it at all.
Jon did not have any problems with dating.
prepared to date whomever he chose.

He was

What was

interesting was that he noted that half of the Black men
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on campus were engaged in interracial dating which is a
much different impression than that given by some of the
other students in this study.
Dating appeared to be much more problematic for
Black women then Black men.

Black women were perceived

as being more serious about intimate relationships and
commitment and more competitive with each other over
these relationships.

They had fewer options in terms of

crossracial dating than did Black men.

These women were

also seen as more interested in their academic goals.
They were prepared to delay emotional relationships in
order to achieve their goals of a college education.
Ted suggested that those men who did establish a close
relationship with supportive Black women were better
able to achieve academically because they did not spend
their time struggling to find a relationship.

Being Black on a White College Campus
Each of the students in this study experienced some
problems being a Black student on a White campus.

Many

of the students came to see their racial identity as an
important aspect of their presence and as a factor in
their behavior and performance.

But how the

understanding of being Black on this campus was
interpreted varied in some ways with each student.

For
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some, being Black was perceived as a barrier,
it was a motivator,

for others

and for still others it was of no

consequence.
Pam, who had had the most negative experience on
this predominantly White college campus,

felt that being

Black was a barrier that hindered her participation.
When asked how being a Black student had affected her
behavior and performance on campus,

she said:

Pam:
I would say to the highest degree because on
this campus, if you're not Black - excuse me, if
you're not a White student, then it's like the
other Whites feel that you don't belong here.
And
that's not for everyone, but that seems like a
majority consensus.
And I think that if I was
White I would have more breaks, I would feel, I
would have adapted to this college community much
easier, I think I would have been more involved
with sports, with other organizations, and I
probably would have done better in school.
And not
because the teacher would have given me a better
grade, but I just probably would have felt more
comfortable in the classroom to participate.
And
then you get the most out of it when you put into
it what you feel.
And I'm sure I would have done
that if that was the case.
And also I think - this
is a little bit different than the question you
asked me - but I think it would have made a big
impact on me if there had been more Black
professors.
I had you, but they were like all
concentrated in the same area.
So it's not like I never had a Black professor for psychology or
political science.
And I don't know, I think that
would have - it would have been nice.
Even if you
didn't take that teacher, you know, just to know
that person was there if you ever needed to talk to
them.
Being on a White campus has meant a continuing
feeling of alienation and isolation for Pam.

She did
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not believe that she was able to experience college in
the same way as her White cohorts.

She was not able to

participate in her classes or in extracurricular
activities because she was not able to connect with
people on the campus.

Her relationships with both

Blacks and Whites were strained as a result of the
feeling of alienation and isolation she has experienced.
This was particularly true in terms of her relationship
to faculty.

She saw the lack of Black faculty as an

important part of what she had missed.
Other students talked about their sense of being
Black students in terms of motivation and awareness.
Being Black on a White campus meant, among other things
that Ann had to be alert.
Ann:
It makes me more astute.
I'm on point.
I'm on
point everytime I walk through the hallways.
I'm
on point everytime Int:
You're on point.
Ann: Point.
I'm on my p's and q's.
I'm ready, I'm
at a stance.
I'm like, you know, before a bull
charges he rubs his hoof on the floor.
That type
of thing.
You have to be because there's so many
myths out there that you're compelled not to
fulfill.
Int:
Different kind of myths?
Ann:
Yeah.
Myths of Black people, and their
attitude, and the way they react to this or that,
or you know, so on and so forth.
You don't want to
give them a negative portrayal.
Int:
You're talking about the White Ann:
The White population.
Of being a Black
student.
You don't want to give them - you want I can't say you want them to understand that you're
just like them because we're not just like them.
We're different in many ways.
But you want them to

139

understand that they're on the same level, you
know, and you shouldn't think that I'm on a level
from you that I can not explain to you what's on my
brain.
I should be able to write it down and
articulate myself in the same fashion that White
student will.
And being a Black student at
Lancaster, on a Black point of view, that's a
concern.
Another concern.
Another way that I try
and deal with things is to just try and be the best
at what I do.
To be a Black student in this environment meant
that Ann had to be very aware of how she presents
herself and her thinking to her White peers.

She had to

be alert and ready to deal with the various assaults on
her sense of self that were reflected in the various
myths about Black people.

This alertness was one way in

which she responded to the racial ideology which
perpetuates stereotypical images of Black people.

She

seemed to feel that she had to counter somehow these
images of Black people.

Ray expressed a similar

position when he talked about being a Black student.
Ray:
Alright, like I said before about the burden
that we, all African-Americans have to bear whether
they want to or not.
We have to be better believe
it or not.
We have to go three steps ahead because
we know we're going to get knocked back one or two.
We have to show that we are able to do certain
things better because we'll only be judged on not
performance alone.
You know, we'll be judged as
African-Americans.
We have to make the rest of us
look good due to the fact that if one messes up,
big stereotypes start.
So it's just unfair.
While it may be unfair that Black students had to
bear this burden, bear it they did.

Ray saw himself as
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a model perhaps.

In order for him and other

African-Americans to be successful they must, work twice
as hard to prove themselves.

Ted echoed this point when

he was asked about being a Black student on this campus.
Ted:
It heightened it, I believe.
The fact that,
you know, we struggle outside in the real world, so
when you have to struggle, you fight harder.
You
work harder.
Int:
Uh-huh.
Ted:
Other people work hard to reach their goals; we
work hard just to become equal, and reach goals.
So we work twice as hard.
So I think that it made
me work twice as hard to prove something to other
people and myself, and also to reach my goal.
Int:
Right.
So how then do you think this college
experience has benefitted you?
Ted:
It helps me deal with what I think life is like
in the real world.
The majority of people in
control are White.
They look down to anybody that
they feel is not intellectually equal.
By coming
to this college that's predominantly White, I've
learned how to deal with racists, underlying
racists, blatant racists, and being just totally
treated unequal.
I learned how to deal with it.
How to say, "Okay, don't blow up here."
You know,
remembering to take it light, do what you got to
do, and then combat it after.
I learned how to
deal with that.
Learned how to play certain games
without selling myself out.
Int:
Uh-huh.
Ted:
Some people sell themself out totally and then
become lost on where they're going, where they came
from, and why are they here.
I learned to do that
without compromising that.
Just, you know, being
respectful.
Everybody wants respect.
No matter
what their biases are, they want to be respected.
So I will respect somebody until I'm blue in the
face, and they'll have to respect me back.
And if
they don't, then I can bring that to their
attention, say, "Well hey, I treated you with 'yes
sir.'
Why do you have to treat me like that?"
And
they can't really say anything.
I learned by that.
I think I'll be able to handle the real world a lot
better because of it.
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Certainly, most of the students in this study felt
that being Black on this campus had impacted their
experience in some very clear ways.

It forced them to

be very conscious of their environment and very aware of
their relations to their peers.

This constant attending

to how they were being perceived meant that they had to
bear an extra burden,

that they needed to perform better

than their White peers in order to be perceived as
equal.
harder.

This burden in a way motivated them to work
However,

differently.

one student saw things a little

Jon did not experience being Black as

having affected his behavior or his performance.

He was

already performing well academically without much
effort.

So his position was that being Black did not

have much effect on his behavior or performance.
Int:
Uh-huh.
To what extent do you feel that being
a Black student affects your behavior and your
performance at this college?
Jon:
I don't think it does.
I mean I look at
everyone as equal pretty much so.
You know, it's
not like I see different things when I'm with a
Black person or White person.
I just see a person.
Int:
Uh-huh.
Jon:
It doesn't really hamper my performance at all.
Int:
Do you get a sense that's how people see you?
Jon:
Some yes, some no.
I mean it all depends on
the individual.
You know, some people are racist,
some aren't.
Some may have a problem with me.
If
they do, hey.
If they don't, then fine.
Being a Black student was not an issue for Jon.
had confidence in what he did and in how he related to

He
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others.

While he was aware of racism and possible

racist attitudes by some of his peers he felt that he
could deal with those individuals and their attitudes by
dismissing them.

He personally did not look upon people

in terms of their racial identity.

Each person was an

individual to him.
In spite of the difficulties some of these students
have had in college, most viewed their experience as
positive and beneficial.

As Ted pointed out, his

college experience has provided him with a view of the
real world.

He learned how to manage difficult social

relationships without having to sell himself out.

He

now knew how to work with people and maintain his self
respect.

Roz shared this view that her primary learning

experience had been an understanding of social
relationships with White people which she hoped would
serve her well when she entered the real world.
Roz:
When I get out into the real world - I'm
already in the real world here at Lancaster State
College.
This is the way it's going to be the rest
of my life, probably.
You know.
So, it's taught
me a lot of things about people, culture.
And it
taught me that what you learn as a child will
affect you your whole life.
These people who I go
to school who grew up around people who had very
prejudiced attitudes, I don't think even if they
tried to learn that that isn't right, I don't think
they can.
It's like sometimes when I hear someone
saying a racist remark, or do something I think - I
feel sorry for them.
Because I think, "poor guy,
poor girl," they just, that's just the way it is
for them.
You know.
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Int:
You've seen a lot of this?
Roz:
Oh yeah.
Oh yeah.
I don't think they can
change, to tell you the truth.
I feel like they
have no hope, you know.
Sometimes I wonder why I
didn't end up like that.
Like if, you know, it's
so strange how Black people have had so many things
happen to them, but they're always the one with the
open arms.
You know, "Accept me, and let's try to
work it out."
And then, you know, the White people
are more like, "No way."
It's so strange that
they're the ones who after all this time, had so
much done to us, that we're always so willing to
accept and to try, but you know.
It doesn't make
sense, but I know that's just the way it is.
Learning how to manage social interactions with
Whites was an important part of these students' college
experience.

This knowledge was perceived as being

important in terms of what would happen when these
students leave college.

The primary benefit of college

in their view has been its role in preparing them for a
job.

They recognized that one aspect of working is

being dependent on a White environment for a job.
some,

For

knowing how to relate to Whites then served the

development of their career goals.

Jon was very clear

about his expectations of a college degree when he was
asked about the benefits of going to college.
Int:
Uh-huh.
Okay.
How do you think your college
experience will or has benefitted you?
Jon:
I think, well the career I'm looking for is law
enforcement.
Right now I'm looking at being a
police officer in Boston.
And I think it'll make
it easier for me to get a job, whether it be law
enforcement or anything else.
If it's law
enforcement it'll be more money too, 20 percent
more.
Int:
Twenty percent more than what?
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Jon:
Twenty percent more than a person without a
college education, without a bachelor's degree
would be making.
Int:
Oh.
Jon:
And the ways things are now in law enforcement,
to get to certain levels, like to a sargeant or a
lieutenant in some departments you need to have a
certain level of education in order to get there.
Int:
Right.
Jon:
So I think that’s, it'll be really helpful in
advancing myself.
Int:
Uh-huh.
Jon:
I'm going to be chief. [laughing]
Int:
Right.
Jon:
I hope to.
Int:
You hope to be a chief of police?
Jon:
Hopefully, yeah.
Unfortunately,

not all the participants saw their

college experience as such an asset.

Pam, who had a

generally negative experience, commented on the benefits
of her college experience in terms of work, a point
which she had made earlier.
Int:
How do you think your college experience will
benefit you, or has benefitted you?
Pam:
I think it may help me to find a job.
Other
than that, I really couldn't say anything else
about it.
And that's not necessarily true either,
that I might find me a job.
Int:
You feel that way?
Pam:
Yeah, yes.
Int:
Why?
Pam:
Because I may not even work in my major.
When
I came here I had no interest for social work,
which is one of my concentrations, and I'm not sure
if that's what I want to do.
The only apparently positive aspect of Pam's
experience was that it might help her find a job.
However,

she had doubts even about that.

She would be

leaving school with a great deal of self-doubt, doubts
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about both her experience and her future.

While I

suspect that she did see some value in her experience in
college,

it was not one that she enjoyed.

Finally, Ann spoke of her experience in terms of
personal growth.

Perhaps because she was a little older

and had worked for a couple of years she saw her
experience in more personal terms.
Int:
How do you think your college experience will
or has benefitted you?
Ann:
You grow.
Like I told you before, I'm more
aware of me as an individual.
Restrictions that I
have to place.
I think that's the best thing I've
done.
More than academics, it's mainly
academically.
But at the same level, it's a
teaching tool for yourself.
That's about it.

CHAPTER 5
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

Introduction
This chapter will summarize and discuss the data on
the students'

college experience.

It will conclude with

a discussion of the implications of this data and an
epilogue on the response of the students to their
interviews.

Summary of the College Experience
The students in this study made several interesting
points about their experiences in college.

For example,

only one student identified the academic and
intellectual stimulation of college as problematic.
Given that some of the students had academic difficulty
in high school,

it would be expected that academic

problems in college would be significant.
contrary,

On the

the issue that emerged for all the students as

the most significant was their social interactions with
their White peers and faculty which they saw as strongly
influenced by racism.

Several students pointed out that

they had not encountered such negative reactions to
their presence nor heard so many racist comments before.
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While these students had been aware of racism in
society,

it appears that their college experience has

consisted of encounters with racism that have been
powerful in terms of their impact.

Students had to

learn how to manage their reactions and responses to
these situations as well as defend their sense of self.
One student spoke of this dilemma in terms of having to
ask the question "Do I belong here?"

This question

emerged because he felt that many of the White students
he encountered indicated that he did not belong in this
college.

When this student concluded that he had as

much right to be at this institution as anyone else, he
also concluded that he could relate to his peers based
on a sense of mutual respect.
Learning how to manage social relations in what is
perceived as a sometimes uninviting and hostile
environment was felt to be an important aspect of their
growth.

Their previous concepts about the impact of

race and racism on their lives were brought into
question.

As one student noted,

she always thought that

White people would change their attitudes once they got
to know Black people and that she could change other
people's attitudes by how she presented herself.

Her

experiences in college suggested that changing White
students'

attitudes and racial perceptions is not easy.
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She was forced to reevaluate whether or not it was worth
the effort on her part to help them make those changes.
Whether or not others changed their attitudes and
perceptions,

these students had to manage their

relations with White students,
administrators.

faculty, and

Black students in this study have noted

that the experiences they had in this college helped
prepare them for what they perceived as the real world
which exists outside of the college.

They pointed out

that their college experience has prepared them to deal
with the racism that they believe is part of the real
world.
Most of the students have struggled with the issues
of race and racism and felt that they have a better
understanding of the world and were better able to
respond to racism in the wider world than they were in
high school.

They felt that they had learned how to

handle themselves in a hostile environment and still be
successful.

They were able to deal with racial remarks

and maintain their self respect.

Several of the

students pointed out that they realized many of these
racial encounters were more a result of ignorance than
anything else.

The trick for one young woman was to

remain humble and not respond to these encounters with
hatred.

By learning how to do this,

she and others felt
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that they had somehow conquered a major obstacle to
their future goals.

But not all students felt that they

had grown from this experience.
One female student felt that the experience had
been essentially negative.

She did not have the

opportunity to grow as fully as she could have had the
environment been more inviting and supportive.

She

believed she would leave this institution diminished by
her experience,
future.

feeling less hopeful about her own

Her expectations were that the world outside of

college would be as racist as her experience in college.
She doubted that she would be able to work in her major
area of study or even find a job.

She noted that she

used to think that she would be able to select the job
she wanted.

However,

she felt that now she would take

almost any job that came along.

These feelings resulted

from her negative experiences in the classroom and the
social isolation she experienced on the campus.
The problems in the classroom centered on the
isolation these Black students sometimes felt when they
were the only Black students in the class.
times,

At those

these students felt that they became

representatives of all Black people.
described it,

As one student

they became the spokesperson for all Black

people when issues of race or racism were raised in the
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class.

The burden of being the spokesperson made some

students very cautious about what they said and how they
communicated with their peers and instructors.
One student pointed out that he had responded to
the stereotypes of Black people when he was in the
classroom.

He felt an obligation to show that he was

not a dumb Black kid.

His goal in each class was to try

to answer two questions and to participate in
discussions.

This was his way of responding to the

racist assumptions of Black intellectual inferiority
which he perceived in the attitudes of his classmates.
Other students felt pressured to say the "right"
thing because, as the only Black person in the class,
they became,

in effect,

the experts on the Black

experience.

They felt that the White students would

listen to what they had to say.

This perception of

being the Black spokesperson was reinforced by the
behavior of the professor who called on the Black
students first when there was a discussion of race or of
topics related to Black people.
The relationship of these students to their
professors was another area in which some of the
students experienced some difficulties but which they
felt they had learned to manage successfully.

Much of

the difficulties that the students referred to had to do
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with the way professors handled racial remarks and
issues in the classroom.

Those students that were able

to establish positive relationships with faculty tended
to be assertive in terms of their relationships to
professors.

They were inclined to ask questions and to

actively engage the professors in dialogue.

Other

students did not engage their professors unless there
was a problem that needed to be addressed.
Only one student had a consistently difficult time
with her professors.

She found that when she tried to

talk to one professor, his response was that he could
not help her now or in the future.

In another case,

she

felt that a professor in one of her classes ignored her
comments in favor of the comments of a White student.
She felt rejected by the experience and resolved to
engage in a passive aggressive response by saying "I
don't know" to any other questions put to her.

One of

her responses to this experience was to wonder why there
weren't more Black professors on campus.

She was the

only student in this group to raise that question.
The students in this study also pointed out that
they had difficulties with their White cohorts in their
living arrangements.

Living in the dorms was an

important part of learning to manage their social
interactions with their White peers.

These students
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noted that they had to learn how to deal with the racial
responses they often perceived in their peers.
Sometimes the management process meant negotiating with
White roommates over how space was used or the kind of
music that was being played or even racist remarks.
other times,

it meant dealing with the curiosity of

White students about Black peoples'
behavior.

At

hair, dress, or

In one case, a student noted that she and her

Black roommate were excluded from some activities by the
Resident Assistant for their dorm, which made them feel
left out of dorm life.

Their relationship with this

Resident Assistant was always formal and had none of the
cordiality that they observed in her relationships with
other dorm residents.
The one student that had chosen to live with White
roommates felt that the experience was positive.

His

solution for dealing with racial comments was to ignore
the comments and the people who made them.

He was able

to maintain his friendships with those White students he
trusted and to ignore the others.
This student was unusual in this group.

Most of

the students in this study pointed out that they did not
have close friends who were White.

They found it

difficult to establish and maintain such relationships
because of racial and cultural differences.

Two
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students described the situation as one in which they
had White friends that were "classroom" friends.

They

were individuals with whom they could do homework and
talk about class problems but with whom there was little
socializing.
The difficulty in socializing seemed to stem from
differences in social interest and the need not to deal
with racial tensions when one wanted to relax.

One

student pointed out that when she left her room she had
to be "on point",
social situations,

ready to deal with White people.

In

the students wanted to avoid that

kind of tension.
While most of these students sought to establish
their social relationships and friendship bonds among
Black students,
difficult.

even these relationships were sometimes

Several of the students spoke about the

problems in trying to maintain male-female relationships
on campus.

When asked about dating, one student pointed

out that she did not date men on the campus and would
not recommend it to other students.

She felt that the

Black males were not prepared to handle the
responsibilities or the privacy needed for a positive
relationship, and that if a relationship did develop it
would create jealousy among the Black women as they
competed for the attention of Black males.

She spoke of
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this situation as if it were a taboo and pointed out
that she had never had a date on campus even though she
was now a senior.
Another female student also declared that she would
not date men on the campus.

Her position was that such

relationships interfered with her goal of completing her
degree.

Either the relationship would deepen and act as

a distraction from academic work or it would deteriorate
into bitterness and still act as a distraction from her
academic goals.

While she socialized with young men,

she kept the relationships at a distance.
Only two of the students interviewed had exclusive
relationships with partners, which they found most
satisfying.

Interestingly,

both students spoke of their

relationships as a kind of marriage.

They also pointed

out that their exclusive relationships were an important
support mechanism for their academic success.

One young

man stated that his relationship not only provided
emotional support, but also helped him to stay focused
on his goals in life.

He felt that the kind of support

he received from a Black woman was extremely important
to his goals.

Both students felt that without these

relationships their college experience would have been
less satisfactory.

They also stated that one of the

reasons many of their friends were dissatisfied with
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college is because of the lack of positive male-female
relationships.
Interracial dating was presented as an option by
only one student, a Black male.

This young man was

living with four White roommates and reported that he
was attempting to avoid separating himself from others.
Another young man,

the freshman in the group, reported

that his father had warned him against getting involved
with White girls.

The father's concern was that the

relationship could be problematic and result in the
young man being charged with rape.

Apparently,

the

family had had an earlier experience of this kind
involving the young man's uncle.
One Black woman pointed out that most of the
interracial dating that took place was between Black
males and White females,
White males.

never between Black females and

She also noted that these relationships

were the source of discussions and tensions between
Black men and the Black women on campus and that there
was not much peer support for these relationships.
However,

two of the Black men noted that many of the

Black males on campus did,

in fact, date White women.

One of them pointed out that many Black males turned to
White females as dating partners after they had failed
to secure such relationships with Black females who were

156

perceived as being too demanding and serious.

The

experiences of these students suggested that Black women
had a more difficult time in establishing and
maintaining intimate relationships since they had fewer
options than the Black males did.

They not only had to

compete with each other for the attention of Black men
but with their White female cohorts as well.

Discussion
The data from this study are in many ways
consistent with previous research by W. Allen (1988a),
J. Fleming (1981a), Nettles
Hughes

(1987).

(1988b), Thomas

(1981a) and

These studies claimed that Black

students tend to experience a high degree of social
isolation,

academic alienation,

concerns about race and

racism, and financial problems which impact on their
academic performance.

Several of the students in this

study pointed out that in some ways they felt isolated
on this campus.

One student talked about her inability

to participate in club and student activities.
she had tried to do so,

Though

she felt that she was the token

Black for the organizations and felt uncomfortable in
that role.

Another student talked about his experience

of being one of a few Black students at dances and
feeling desperate for the company of other Black
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students.

In addition,

three of the students mentioned

the difficulty of living on campus and having to manage
sometimes stressful social interactions with their White
peers and feeling alienated as a result.
These students also mentioned similar problems of
alienation in the classroom.

Being the only Black

student in a class made these students self-conscious of
their presence.

One student resolved this feeling by

viewing the classroom as a place where he came to take
care of business and leave.

He was at a point where he

did not react to the emotional feelings of alienation
that had been present when he was a freshman.
J. Fleming (1981a),

in her discussion of the

special needs of Black students, pointed out that while
the college experience is an opportunity to broaden a
student's social arena,
learning,

to make new friends,

to expand

and to display social talents, many Black

students on predominantly White campuses experience a
more constricted social life.
study fit into that catergory.

The students in this
Many of the students had

limited friendships beyond their immediate circle of
Black friends on campus.

Two of the students made a

distinction between Black friends they "hangout with"
(socialize,

go to parties,

etc.) and classroom friends,
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typically White, with whom they work or share
assignments.
J. Fleming (1981b) also noted that one of the
characteristics of Black students at predominantly White
colleges and universities is that these students tend to
defer their emotional and social development while they
seek their degree.

This becomes part of the price they

pay for their education.

However,

the burden of this

price appears to fall more heavily on Black women than
Black men.

If this is true, what are the consequences

for future intimate relationships for these women?

Why

are Black women more likely to take this approach than
men?

If this process of deferred emotional development

does contribute to student dissatisfaction and reduce
academic performance,

then it is one of the areas that

needs to be addressed in terms of support services for
Black students.
The quality of the previous interactions with
Whites in their earlier educational experience appears
to have influenced Black student social adjustment and
interaction.

Six of the students spoke at length about

their early school experiences in which they were either
in predominantly White private or public schools.

In

those situations where the Black student had a positive
experience of self and their interactions with their
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peers,

they seemed able to manage their social

relationships on campus in a way that was personally
satisfying and that allowed them to maintain an openness
to social interactions with a variety of students.
This point is exemplified by the experiences of the
sophomore male who attended a predominantly White
suburban elementary school and discovered that the
students in this school did not have the kinds of
behavioral problems he saw in the schools closer to his
community.

As a result, he developed a strategy of

separating himself from those students who he perceived
as not behaving appropriately.

Now this student has

White roommates in an off campus apartment.

He was the

only student to mention that some of his social
conflicts are with other Black students.
Another Black male from New York spoke about being
in elementary school and having international friends.
He was able to maintain a wide variety of friendships in
his early schooling.

However, when he first entered

college he had difficulty connecting with his White
cohorts and had to select his friends from the limited
pool of Black students on campus.

It appears that it

took him awhile to understand the barriers created by
racism and how they could affect him personally.
noted that it was only after he had failed out of

He
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college and had worked for a number of months that he
came to see how racial stratification was impacting his
own life.

Even though he had become more aware of race

as a factor in his educational experience, he was still
committed to maintaining broad social contacts across
racial lines.
One young woman who had attended predominantly
White elementary schools noted that the experience had
helped her to learn about White people and their
culture.

This knowledge allowed her to see many racial

comments in the context of ignorance rather than malice
which allowed her to have healthy relationships with
both White and Black students in college.

The

pre-college experiences of these students set the
pattern for their responses to social relationships in
college.
A final observation stands out in the data.

Only

one student in the group spoke of academic problems as a
major difficulty in his college experience.

This

individual was a freshman and was having to adjust to
the higher demands of a college curriculum.

However,

the other students had no problems in this regard.

Two

of the students pointed out that the academic work was
easy and that it was easy for them to get good grades.
While their grades were above average,

both students
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acknowledged that they were not performing at their full
potential.

One student stated that her goal was to

simply stay above the class average.
a "B" then she got an "A".

If the average was

If it was a "C",

then she

would get a "B".
The students in this group maintained that they
could manage the academic work.

The problems they

identified resided in the classroom process and with
their relationships with White peers and faculty.

Many

students pointed out that they felt uncomfortable in the
classroom.

The most effective response to this

discomfort was the proactive approach some students
used.

These students actively engaged their professors

in dialogue and participated in class as a reaction to
the discomfort they felt.

By doing so,

they felt that

they got more out of their classes and were able to
establish good relationships with faculty.

Implications
This study suggests that there are some important
areas where assistance to Black students on
predominantly White campuses can have a significant
impact on their social adjustment.

Since one of the

major problems facing Black students is learning how to
manage their social relationships, one way in which to
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provide support for these students is in training them
in the skills of interpersonal relationships and small
group dynamics.
all students,

While such training would be useful for

it appears that this training may be of

particular importance to Black students on a White
campus since it could help them in managing a variety of
social relationships as well as more intimate
relationships.

The purpose of this kind of skills

training would be to empower the students and to assist
the students in developing skills that could be applied
to a variety of interpersonal and social relationships.
If the students can develop these skills then it would
be possible to reduce the isolation that many may feel
and to increase social involvement in activities across
the college system.
A program such as this would provide a safe format
for Black students to deal with interpersonal and
intragroup conflicts.
manage these conflicts,

By learning how to deal with and
the students could set the stage

for more cohesive and supportive intragroup
relationships.

This process may be particularly

significant in terms of male-female relationships.
The skills learned in such a group process would
extend into other areas of social relationships.

They

could enhance students' ability to be proactive in their
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interactions with faculty and in the classroom.

By

creating a greater sense of group cohesiveness and
self-concept these students might be better prepared to
manage the alienation they often feel in classrooms as
well as in their living arrangements on campus.

It is

also probable that the students would be more likely to
take advantage of the availability of clubs and programs
offered at the college.
The inclusion of curricular materials which are
representative of racially diverse groups seems
important as a way of communicating to all students that
Black students as well as other students of color
"belong"

in college.

As Black students are empowered,

White students must also be made aware of the cultural
limitations of their own experiences.

Such a curricular

intervention might positively affect the nature of
interracial interactions in and outside the classroom.
Another way in which Black students can be assisted
on these campuses is for faculty to attend to the
affective impact of their teaching style by paying
attention to the emotional impact of discussions of race
and racism in the classroom.

These kinds of issues can

be problematic for both Black and White students since
race is an emotionally charged topic.

It is necessary
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to create a classroom environment in which students feel
a sense of safety in sharing their ideas and feelings.
Instructors can try to be more supportive of the
needs of isolated Black students.

The perceptions and

attitudes of teachers can set the tone for how students
deal with each other.

Teachers need to be aware of the

impact of their attitudes on their students.

Epilogue
Each participant in this study received a copy of
his or her interview transcript.

This was done as a way

of getting additional feedback on the data and as a way
of sharing the data with the participants.

The hope was

that the interview would provide some insight for the
participants on their experiences in college.
Three of the participants read their transcripts
and discussed them with the researcher.

They expressed

surprise that they had said so much about their
experiences in school.

One participant noted that when

he read the transcript he realized how much he had grown
as a person.

He felt that the growth in his life was

exemplified in the transcript and that he could see the
influence of his parents on his development.
surprised and pleased him.

This

He also suggested that other

students might benefit from this kind of interview
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process.

Another student wanted to continue the

interview process after having read his transcript.

He

had more things he wanted to talk about.
One student wondered if she had said too much in
the interview and wanted some assurances that her
identity would be protected.

She was assured that her

confidentiality would be protected.
The fact that these students found the process of
interviewing and reflecting on their own lives
informative and insightful suggest that a group process
that allows for self reflection might prove to be very
effective in responding to the needs of Black students
on predominantly White college campuses.

APPENDICES

APPENDIX A

CONSENT FORM
To participants in this Study:
I am Travis Tatum, a doctoral student at the
University of Massachusetts in Amherst and an Assistant
Professor of Education at Lancaster State College.
The
subject of my doctoral research is "A Qualitative Study
of the Experiences of Black Undergraduate Students at a
Predominantly White Four Year Institution of Higher
Education".
I will interview Black students in this
educational institution in order to gain a sense of what
it is like to be a Black student on a White campus.
I want to thank you for you interest in this topic
and for your participation in this research project.
I
would like you to complete a very brief questionnaire
before we begin our interview.
The interview itself
should take about 2 hours to complete.
You should know
that there are no right or wrong answers to any of the
questions that I may ask you.
Nor will this interview
reflect on your grades or status in the college.
I am
simply interested in your experiences as a Black student
from your own perspective.
Before we begin, I would like to reassure you that
as a participant in this project you have definite
rights.
You should know that your participation in this
interview is entirely voluntary.
You are free to refuse
to answer any questions at any time.
And you may
withdraw from the interview at any time.
This interview
and the questionnaire will be kept strictly confidential
and will be available only to members of this research
project.
The interview will be audiotaped and the tape
will be transcribed by someone unconnected to this
institution.
However, your name will not appear on the
tape or the transcript.
I will analyze the data from the interviews in
order to gain a greater sense of the experience of Black
students in college from their own perspective.
I am
interested in the details of your educational and
schooling experience, in what schooling has been like
for you, in what you expect to get out of it, and in
what brought you to this college and how you see your
educational experience.
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Excerpts of this interview may be part of my
dissertation, a journal article, or a professional
presentation.
But under no circumstances will your name
or other identifying characteristics be included in
these reports.
I will be happy to furnish you with the audiotapes
or the transcripts of your interview.
If you have any
questions about this project, please feel free to ask.
I can be contacted at
Travis Tatum
32 Pioneer Knolls
Florence, Massachusetts
01060
(H) (413) 586-0415
(W) (413) 568-3311 ext. 678.

I,_,

have read the

above statement and agree to participate as an
interviewee under the conditions stated in this consent
form.

Signature of Participant

Date

Interviewer

APPENDIX B

BIOGRAPHICAL DATA

Today's Date
Place:
Time:
Interviewer's Name:

Code §

Date of Birth:

Age:

Place of Birth:
Current Place of Residence:
Marital Status:
Children:

None

Brothers
First Name:

Yes

Sisters:
First Name:

Yes

Single
One

Married
Two

No
Age:

No
Age:

Three

Divorced
More

Highest Level of Education

Highest Level of Education
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Father
Age
Occupation
Highest Level of Education:

Stepfather
Age
Highest Level of Education

Occupation

Mother
Age
Occupation
Highest Level of Education:

Stepmother
Age
Highest Level of Education

Occupation

Name of Elementary School

Location

Name of Junior High School

Location

Name of Senior High School

Location

High School GPA:
College Major:
College Minor:
College GPA:
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College Year:

Freshman

Sophomore

Do you live on campus?

Are your roommates

YES
0

How many roommates?

Black

College Organizaitons,

Junior

NO

1

2

Hispanic

Clubs,

Senior

3
White

4

5
Other?

or Activities:

Expected Date of Graduation:

Do you plan to go to Graduate School?

Are you working while in school?
How many hours per week?

Yes

No

APPENDIX C

INTERVIEW PROTOCOL

College Experience

1. How would you describe your class and ethnic
backgound?

How would you describe the class and ethnic

make up of the area where you grew up?

2. Could you describe what your school experiences have
been like,
Elementary?

starting from as early as you can remember?
Junior High?

3. What was high school

like for you?

describe your high school

experience?

you for college?
go to college?

How would you
Did it prepare

Did many of your high school

friends
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4. How or why did you decide to come to this college?
Did you consider attending a historically Black college?

5. How would you describe your experience in college?
What has been hard?

What has been easy?

6.

How would you describe yourself as a student now?

7.

What,

if anything,

is different about you as a

college student rather than a high school student?

8.

How much time do you usually spend studying?

9.

Do you belong to or participate in any

organizaitons?
for you?

If so, which ones?

What is that like
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10. How would you describe your social life and social
relationships on campus?
other students?

With Black students?

In general?

With

What about dating?

11. Which members of the faculty do you work with or
relate to?

Do you feel that the faculty cares about

your success in college?

12. How do you feel about your classes?

What is like

for you being in the classroom?

13. Do you feel that you are performing at your academic
best?

What could you do to improve your academic

performance?

14. If you needed help with an academic problem where
would you go?
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15. To what extent do you feel that being a Black
student affects your behavior and your performance in
this college?

16. How do you think your college experience will or has
benefitted you?

17. What are your future plans?

18. What has been your family's response to your going
to college?

19. Are there any important points about your college
experience that we have not talked about,
would like to comment on?

but which you

APPENDIX D

OPEN LETTER TO BLACK STUDENTS

Feb.

1,

1991

Dear Student:
I am Prof.

Travis Tatum of the Education Department.

am working on a research project which examines the
experiences of Black students on a predominantly White
college campus.

I am interested in interviewing Black

students about their college experiences.
interested in being interviewed,

If you are

please contact me at

one of the following phone numbers or leave a message
for me at the Education Department

(Parenzo 211) or in

my box in the Urban Eduation Office (235 Wilson).

Travis Tatum

586-0415

(home)

or 568-3311 ext 678

I

APPPENDIX E
THE INTERVIEW DATA —

THE PATH TO COLLEGE

The Neighborhood
All students come to college with a personal
history.

In order to understand the experiences of

Black students in college it is necessary to understand
that history and where these students come from since
how they behave and react to their college experience is
related to their previous experience in the educational
system, particularly high school.

My hope was to gain a

coherent picture of these students as they move through
the educational system in order to see what they brought
with them.

Thus I wanted to know what their communities

were like, how they saw those communities and how they
related to them.
In general, these students presented their
perception of their neighborhoods in some interesting
terms.

On the one hand,

these students felt a sense of

connection to these neighborhoods and saw in them some
things that they valued.

At the same time, most of them

saw negative things happening in their communities which
raised issues of safety,

especially around the problem

of illegal drug activity and its attendant violence.
The students appeared to be very aware of the problems
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in their communities,

but at the same time they saw and

valued the ethnic diversity and their connections to
those communities.
One student spoke about the role and impact of
drugs on her community.
Int:
.
How would you describe the class and
ethnic make-up of the area where you grew up?
Ann:
Very Black and very Hispanic.
Predominantly
Black and Hispanic.
It was a good neighborhood
growing up.
Now it's, there’s more organized crime
in the area.
It’s not the best neighborhood that
you could live in.
But it’s safe on the streets
because of the organized crime.
But the drugs are
getting closer and closer to the house.
Closer and
closer in the neighborhood, street drugs.
The
organized crime I think, it has been there for
about the last five years, but they seem to be
moving further and further away.
Int:
Moving away?
Ann:
From the neighborhood, yeah, the organized
crime.
Because the street drugs, they're just too
much right now.
Int:
Just a point of clarification.
So you're
making a distinction between organized crime and
drug crime.
Ann:
The street crime more or less.
Int:
So the organized crime is moving away and the
street crime Ann:
The street crime is taking over, so the
neighborhood isn't as safe as it used to be in the
last five years.
It's not that safe.
But it's a
good neighborhood.
This student made a distinction between organized
crime and the street crimes associated with drug
activities.

She implied that organized crime was

somehow better for the neighborhood than the drug
culture which she saw as encroaching on the neighborhood
and even driving organized crime out of the

179

neighborhood.

Nevertheless,

as a valued place,

the neighborhood was seen

a good place to grow up in, one with

a lot of ethnic diversity.

This sense of the

neighborhood was also characterized by another student
who recognized that the neighborhood was not in and of
itself a great place,

but one in which she found comfort

more in the home than in the neighborhood itself.

She

described her situation this way when discussing her
ethnic background and her neighborhood:
Roz:
Lower class, lower working class.
Meaning that
that's my family background.
Let me see.
Yeah,
working class is me, yeah I’d say that.
Int:
What about the area where you grew up.
How
would you describe that area, growing up?
Roz:
Lower class, meaning that I come from a very
poor neighborhood.
Most of my neighbors and
everyone around me are about in the same situation.
Int:
Can you describe your neighborhood for me?
Roz:
It's a ghetto, that's the way I would describe
it as.
It's a place where a lot of people are
struggling in their everyday life.
It's a place
that's been destructed many times.
I mean there's
all kinds of destruction going on around me:
drugs, and alcohol, and abuse, and all kinds of
stuff.
But you know, everything is different
behind your particular closed door, meaning when
you go into your house, everything is different.
When I look out the window, I'm always surprised to
see where I'm at in comparison to my actual being
inside the house, you know.
If it was up to me, if
I looked outside of my front window, I would see
what would be described as an upper class, but it's
not.
Only because of what goes on inside my house
is not really related to what goes on outside of
it.
Int:
I'm sorry, I'm confused.
Roz:
Well I mean that I might come from a poor
neighborhood, meaning that the outside is poor,
meaning that I live in a place where economically,
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and houses, and everything is not rich or anything
like that.
But inside my house it’s not like that.
Int:
Okay, could you describe what you see outside?
You said you look out the window and it’s different
from what you see inside.
What's your description
of the outside?
What's your description of the
inside?
Roz:
Well the outside is like bleak, and it's not a
very pretty sight.
And inside my house is like
cheery, and it's not - they don't match very much.
I wouldn't say they match very much.
Int:
What's cheery about the inside of the house?
Roz:
Meaning that I wouldn't have known that I came
from a lower class background until I got out into
the world.
Do you know what I mean?
I wouldn't
have known that I came from a ghetto or a lower
class income neighborhood unless someone else told
me because I didn't know that until I got to
college actually.
And just from - actually it came
from like even from high school after I met other
people and gone other places had I realized, you
know.
For this young woman, her neighborhood was
essentially her world.

It had a bad side, one which was

primarily external to her home, and a positive side, one
which was centered on her home life.

She spoke of her

neighborhood almost as if it is broken into two worlds,
the external and the internal, which are fundamentally
disconnected from each other.

This bifocal view was so

profound for her that she only began to understand the
meaning of the notion of a ghetto upon her emersion in a
college environment.
Another student appeared to be more aware of his
community and how his community is perceived by those
who live outside of it.

He was very much concerned
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about the stereotypes that have emerged about the place
where he lives.
Vic:
.
Like where I live it's a drug area
kind of.
I don't live in the suburb part of town.
I live like right in the middle of things.
Of
course there's going to be drugs around - not
because we’re Black or nothing - but there’s drugs
everywhere.
You have some of the White people come
around into that section just to buy that stuff.
Come to find out most of them White folks,
some of
them are all strung out on drugs, some of them.
And some of them are not.
I notice that they try
to make it look like Blacks are the only ones
taking drugs, killing ourselves over drugs and all
this.
They don't look at like White, maybe
Hispanic or whatever.
They don't look at other
people and see, you know, that the same thing that
we're doing, that other people are doing, you know.
But we just take the heat for it, you know, the
heavier load, you know.
You just got to carefully
overlook it because it's hard to look at that
everyday and try to do your own thing, you know.
Because you have to work with them, you know.
You
try to get along.
Whoever wants to get along with
you, you get along with them.
But if they don't
want to get along with you, you know.
You know, if
they don't want to get along with you, you don't
have to say nothing to them.
It's like the
stereotypes, we have the worse stereotypes, you
know.
I mean we're stereotyped hard.
You can go
to somewhere like Longmeadow for instance. You go
to a party - all those rich kids - they can afford
those drugs. Those are the ones that can afford
cocaine, you know, the heavy drugs, heroin, crack,
and stuff like that.
I mean where are the lower
middle-class families, you know, children, going to
have the money to go buy expensive drugs like that.
Granted they might be doing drugs, but they don't
have the money to go out there and purchase it like
some of those White families, like the kids that
come from those wealthy White families can purchase
it.
So I don't know why they make a big deal
about, you know, "well we're killing off our race,"
and all this, you know.
I don't understand that.
It's like, you got to make a distinction, you know,
you got to know that every race is doing it.
Every
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race is doing bad.
for it.

It's just that we take the heat

Vic was very concerned about how his community is
perceived by others.

While he rcognizes the problems in

his community, he saw that those problems were not
unique and were part of other communities, but somehow
they have become associated with his.

He was not clear

why this was the case, but he felt the need to defend
the place where he grew up.
For another student, a move up the economic ladder
meant a change in neighborhoods.

The change was not an

altogether welcomed one for this student.

As a result

of that change, he experienced a sense of loss of
community,

a loss of some friendships which he valued.

Int:
How about the area where you grew up.
How
would you describe that in terms of class and
ethnic background?
Ted:
Probably, the first part of my life I grew up
in a working class area.
And in the latter part I
moved in a more suburbian middle class, 9 to 5 type
area.
And it was basically a blue collar to a
white collar area.
And I would say that was half
and half, maybe from the age of birth to about 11
to 12.
No, I'd say it was about 12 to 14 was the
working class, blue collar area.
And then from 14
on I moved out to suburbia.
Int:
What was that like for you?
It sounds like
that was a change?
Ted:
It was a change that was hard for me to grasp
because it uprooted me from people that I felt I
had a lot in common with, to put me out where there
was basically - there were other Blacks were I
moved to, but you know, they either came like I
came, from the inner city, or they were already
there.
And we didn't have a lot of things in
Because I felt - and I was an only child
common.
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at the time too - I felt alone.
It was a - I don’t
know how you want to put it - sometimes I hated it.
I could still always go back down to where I grew
up at and played and everything but I was able to
leave that.
I was able to leave that and go to a
home, a quiet home that belonged to my family.
Not
an apartment building which I lived in before which
it gave me a better chance to think, to sit back
and think and relax, do other things.
Int:
Do you see what some of the positive or
difficult parts of making that change.
Ted:
The main difficult part of it was accepting it
myself.
At first I thought that I was leaving
everything that I knew without realizing that you
never really leave it.
You're moving away but you
can always go back.
But that was the most
difficult part for me to deal with in the beginning
was the change.
Because I was used to being able
to go across the street to the park.
Where I lived
at now it wasn't like that.
I would be able to run
down to the corner store; where I lived at now, it
wasn't like that.
Those little changes that they
don't seem big.
They mean a lot to someone at my
age at that time.
So that was the most difficult.
However,

not all the students spoke of their

neighborhoods with this level of attachment.

One

student, who identified his class background as upper
middle class,

spoke about his neighborhood experience in

terms of the behavior of his peers which seemed to be
the focal point of his neighborhood experience.
Int:
Is there anything else you can say about the
area where you grew up? What was it like for you
growing up there?
Jon:
It was an experience.
I don't know, it's kind
of hard 'cause like there were a lot of kids were
getting into trouble and everything.
And it was
just separating myself from them which was pretty
much the hard part 'cause there weren't too many
good kids out there.
Int:
Now was this when you were growing up as a
youngster, very young?
Jon:
Yeah.
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Int:
How old were you?
Jon:
This is all the way from like five to all the
way through high school pretty much.
Int:
So by the time that you were five you became
aware of the community, or at least other kids.
I'm just not clear on how this was happening for
you.
This is what I'm asking.
Jon:
Well there were just a lot of kids that weren’t
doing things that they should be.
They were always
getting in trouble, doing absolute ignorant things.
Int:
Such as?
Jon:
Always just getting into trouble.
Stealing
things from school.
It was kind of building up a
career in mischief and stuff.
And what I'd do was
just kind of separate myself and not get involved
in that.
So I could just, my life would be
successful.
Int:
And this was part of the community where you
grew up?
Jon:
Yeah.
It kind of got progressively worse.
When I was really young it wasn't too bad.
But now
that I’m grown, like most of the kids that I grew
up with, they're into selling drugs and stuff, and
negative behavior.
So it's just like there's been
a change in not only myself but all these kids.
They started off not too bad but things just got
worse and worse and negative behavior.
Int:
You said that you became aware of this when you
were five, around five years old.
What was
happening Jon:
Well that was kind of the start of it.
Int:
What was happening when you were five?
Jon:
Well it’s like in the school.
I'd be doing my
work and everything.
Then you just kids, they'd be
acting up.
And senseless behavior.
They just,
mouthing off at teachers and things like that which
I saw as not right.
For this student what stands out as a significant
part of his experience in his neighborhood was the
behavior of his peers.
negative for him,

Since this behavior was clearly

one of his goals was to separate

himself from his peers.

Apparently,

the way to do that

was through education and his focus on studying.
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Clearly for most of these students,

their

experiences in their communities played an important
role in shaping them.

The community is one of the first

places outside of the home where these young people
connect with the rest of the world.
sense,

Thus,

in a real

the neighborhood either competes with or supports

the schools for the attention of the student.

What is

interesting in this context is that for many of these
students their neighborhoods are places where
fundamental safety is being brought into question.

And

this is an issue that these students are more aware of
and are having to address in their lives.

Elementary School
In many ways the experiences of these students in
elementary school helped shape their future experiences
in the educational system.

For most of these students

elementary school was in a sense uneventful.
simply going to school,
teachers.

It was

dealing with other kids and with

At the same time,

it was a period in which

they became increasingly aware of themselves and their
relationships to others.

The impact of these social

relationships apparently was heightened for those
students who attended predominantly White elementary
schools.
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One young man,

currently a freshman and the

individual who was most concerned about the image of his
neighborhood,

at first had difficulty remembering his

elementary school experience.

After some reflection, he

had this to say:
Int:
So what I hear you saying is that you don't
remember much about elementary school.
Vic:
Definitely not.
I know I was a disciplinary
problem.
Int:
What does that mean?
Vic:
I was always - 'cause I used to go to a private
school - that was a long time ago.
And I didn't
focus well.
I didn't do well.
This was like an
all White private school.
My parents had to try me
out figuring that maybe if I went to an all White
school or whatever, maybe if I went to a private
school I might get a better education.
I might be
smarter - not smarter - but, you know, when I get
to college or something I'll have that ability,
like I'd be able to compete with these White
people, you know what I mean?
Int:
Right.
Vic: But that's not the case at all because I
couldn't function in an environment like that.
Int:
Why not?
Vic:
Not when I was small.
I was too energetic.
I
knew too much, you know.
The teachers used to say
I know too much, you know, like street stuff, you
know what I mean.
Seven years old, I was talking,
you know what I mean, talking about all this stuff.
I used to get like suspended every two weeks, three
weeks sometimes.
Int:
For what?
Vic:
Talking back to the teacher, slamming desks,
slamming doors, fighting with other children.
Int:
Do you have a sense now why that was for you?
Vic:
I didn't get along with those wretched people.
Those people were wretches, man.
My parents knew
that too because they knew that there was racism in
that school, you know.
There was racism, my father
knew.
Because he had to go up to that school a
couple of times and you know, and tell the
teachers, you know - not tell them off - but like
let them know not to put their hands on me and
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stuff like that.
So they used to try to do that.
They used to do that to those other kids but they
used to try to put their hands on me to like to
discipline, and my father didn't like that, you
know.
He said, "If my son has a problem, you come
home and let me know.
I'm his parent."
You know
what I mean.
And plus my father was born into the
church that had this school.
A young woman who had the opportunity to spend some
time in both a private school and a public school talked
about her preference for the public school where she
grew up.
Pam:
Yeah.
I used to live in Michigan.
I think I
was eight.
And I went to a private school in
Detroit.
And I know it was a long time ago, but I
can only remember one other Black student in my
class, which was a girl.
It was a co-ed class.
And me and the other girl never really talked but
it just seemed like neither one of us was close to
our White peers.
And there were very few Black
students in that school to begin with.
And then I
can only remember one other Black guy.
And I'm
sure there were at least a few more but there
weren't that many.
Int:
So what was uncomfortable about that for you?
Pam:
Well, up until then I was used to being in
public schools.
And you could tell that the
students came from families with money.
And my
mother could afford the school very easily.
She
had a very good job.
But I hadn't lived with my
mother until the age of eight because when I was
born, she was away at school.
And I was raised by
my grandmother with a family of 13 kids.
I guess
that was like something extra to go to a private
school.
But it wouldn't have made a difference if
I had never gone there.
I mean, it wasn't
something that I needed as far as I was concerned.
It was just something that my mother wanted to do
for me.
Int:
So the decision about going to that particular
school was primarily your mother's.
Pam:
Right.
Int:
It was your mother who decided.
Pam:
Right.
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Int:
I'm still a little unclear as to what was
uncomfortable for you about being there.
Pam:
Just the fact that I was the minority in the
class.
And I didn’t live in Detroit so I didn't
socialize with those students other than in class.
So I never got to be friends with them.
Just in
classroom interaction.
I just never got to know
them at all, ever.
It was like I was separated
from them, and that never happened before.
Int:
How long did that last?
Pam:
I think I was there for half of a school year
and then I moved back to Spruceville.
Int:
And how was the transition to Spruceville for
you?
Pam:
It felt like I never left.
I mean, the private
school I think was probably more advanced because
like a lot of things I already learned.
But I mean
it's hard to judge because different schools teach
different material at different times.
But I had
really no adjustment.
I already felt comfortable
in that environment in the public schools.
And I
knew some of the students from before.
For this student the return to the public school in
the place where she grew up provided a return to
comfort, a place where she could connect with her
friends.

Other participants in this study also had

experiences in private schools or in predominantly White
public schools that were not as negative as the previous
young man.

Nevertheless,

there were some difficulties.

A young woman who attended a private school described
her experiences in some detail.
Int:
What was that like for you?
Ann:
Going to private school?
Int:^ Uh-huh.
Ann:
I don't know.
I never knew any different.
I
didn't have anything to compare it with until I got
into high school.
Educational wise, I think I like
public school more because they gave you more
variety to learn from.
Private school was a little
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bit more rigid.
We didn't have a say-so.
We
didn't have, the kids didn't have a voice.
But in
public school you more or less have a voice.
They
teach you to advocate yourself more to project
yourself more in public school than they do in the
private sector.
So you become more of an
individual.
I think that was the difference in the
cost.
Like going to private school as a kid, I
didn't have the fashions, I wasn't wearing the
fashions that the kids in my neighborhood wear.
I
was wearing - my mother made some of my clothes,
and my aunts and stuff.
I wasn't in blue jeans,
didn't have all that.
So I guess once I got to
high school my mom and dad didn't have to pay the
tuition that they did when I was in elementary and
junior high school, so I had more, I was more like,
I could socialize more I guess.
Be the same as my
peers.
Int:
What was the - I think you indicated, I'm just
asking for clarification - what was the class and
ethnic make-up of your elementary school?
Ann:
They were upper middle class.
Some upper.
I
guess it depends.
There was upper and lower middle
class, there was some poor, some poor, maybe a few,
very very few.
I guess we were poor more.
When I
was in the private sector I think I was more poor
than more fortunate.
I was poorer than _.
Everybody had more except for the minority
students.
There was the Black and some of the
Hispanic students that you could see we wore
homemade clothes and stuff like that.
I mean we
weren't tattered or like you know, we didn't have
holes in our clothes or anything, but.
Yeah
Int:
What was that experience like for you, being in
the school?
Ann:
As a minority student?
I guess it was, it was
confusing.
There was a time that I thought that I
was going to grow up and be White.
But that's a
young time.
I think that was elementary school.
Int:
Well that's what I'm interested in right now.
Ann:
There was a time when I wanted to be, or didn't
know, or, and it was definitely stopped and
clarified the minute I got home and broke the news
to everybody, you know.
It was wierd because I
came from a different cultural standpoint.
My
parents looked at things differently than their
parents.
I said things that I guess shocked their
parents sometimes.
But when it came to being in my
house it's not a shock.
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Int:
Who's the 'they' that you're talking about?
Ann:
'They' meaning my peers at school, Whites.
Yeah, Whites.
When I was invited over their house
I think they didn’t realize - I remember I went to
a slumber party in sixth grade or the fifth grade
at this girl's house where she was White.
And
sitting down talking to her mother and we were
talking about a personal women's subject, and she
didn't think that someone that young should know
about it, or, and then I think I saw a bill of
hers, a telephone bill of hers, and I mentioned the
cost and how my mother.
And she was looking at me
like, "Why do you know about bills and stuff like
that?”
But in my household you had to respect
bills more than.
So those types of experiences I
guess were different.
Int:
Well how did that fit in with your sense of you
were going to grow up to be White?
Ann:
Oh, that sense was about - that lasted about a
good day in school one day.
You know, once you get
back home to your house, you're not going to be
White.
There’s no way that your family will let
you be White.
Or even think that you're going to
be White.
That's it, totally out of the question.
So that thought I think entered my mind out of
envy, or like - I don't know why I never sat down
to analyze it - but I guess out of envy kind of
entered my head that everybody White can go to
Bloomingdales and I got to go to the flea market.
I got to go buy material; I can't go to
Bloomingdales and Macy's.
That type of thing.
Int:
So what happened when you got home?
Ann:
Oh, confrontations.
It was around dinner.
I
can even remember, I told them I was going to grow
up and be White, and marry a White man and have a
ranch of horses around the dinner table.
And I got
a whole bunch of brothers and sisters and a father
who can't stand - he can deal with White people but
he ain't too fond of them.
He's a whole lot older
and he's not really into making himself get along
with anybody.
I got basically, not physically, but
I got smacked in the face.
Not a physical smack in
the face, but they were like [smack].
"You better
come back down to reality quick girl.
Who put this
thought in your mind?
How did you
Questions
being thrown at you at the dinner table.
It was
now I that I look back, it was funny, but then it
was a real trauma about why is everybody angry with
me all of a sudden.
I just made a simple comment
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and I didn't know what I was saying.
But I guess
just the anger around me, and the arrogant, no
cold.
I never thought like that again.
I left
that thought alone.
I never thought it anymore.
It was fun.
Elementary school was a place where Ann began to
gain a sense of her class and racial identity.

As she

reflected on these experiences she spoke with a sense of
humor as well as thoughtfulness.

Apparently, her

elementary school experiences carried with them a clear
impact on her self awareness.
Besides the ethnic and economic background of the
students,

other factors that influence the experiences

of some of these students were their own academic
performance and their personal behavior.

The same

student quoted above also talked about her performance
in the context of her recognition.

She acknowledged her

need to be recognized and the difficulty in gaining
recognition as a minority student without some form of
"educational pull".

Apparently the main form of

educational pull was through some form of academic
difficulty.

Her solution, however, was to gain

recognition through sports, an arena where Black youth
are often recognized for excellence.
Int:
What was elementary school like for you?
Ann:
It was okay.
It wasn't the best experience.
I was in sports in elementary school.
Anything
that I could get into to be noticed, I guess,
that's what I was in.
I wasn't boisterous, I
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didn't talk very loudly or talk very much either.
But I was known.
And I wanted to be known,
especially by my peers more than the faculty.
I
really don't care about them.
I guess they'd know
me through my grades.
But it was hard to be seen
as a minority student unless you had an educational
pull.
And like a disadvantaged educational.
Their
main focus I remember a couple of Black kids, Black
and Hispanic, and maybe like I think he was Greek
or something, just got here in America.
They took
them out of class to teach them their vowels, to
pronounce them correctly.
But if you didn't have a
problem with any scholastic, you know, academics,
then you were just another kid in the class.
But
being involved in sports and everything, you know,
they kept a better eye on me.
Another student found her place in elementary
school through her academic performance.

She felt that

the fact that she was able to perform well academically
in school made her school experience an enjoyable one.
Moreover, having had some contact with two Black female
teachers seems to have been important for her,
especially since she remembers herself as being the only
Black student in most of her classes.
Int:
What was that like for you? Or, could you
describe your elementary school for me? What did
it look like?
Roz:
What did it look like?
Int:
Uh-huh.
Can you describe it?
Roz:
It was, my elementary school, it was an
ordinary school.
It had floresce lights, and
classrooms, and White teachers.
I did have a Black
teacher though once.
Int:
Was that important?
Roz:
Yeah.
Int:
Why?
Roz:
Because she was like me.
Both of them were
females that I had until I got to high school, and
that was different, but we're talking about grade
school, elementary now.
But let me see, because
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they were like me.
They identified with me.
And
in most of the classes I was the - as a matter of
fact only until I got up to college it was I was
the only Black person in classes, but it was mostly
like, maybe four Black people.
Int:
In a class?
Roz:
In my class.
But we had lots of other classes,
like, we would have the class we were in for most
of the day and then we would have a reading class,
a math class.
Let's see - why do you want to know
what the school looks like?
Int:
I'm just trying to get a sense of what that
experience was like?
Roz:
Oh, it was in a middle class neighborhood.
I
remember that.
I know that.
Int:
What did that mean to you?
Did you realize it
was in a middle class neighborhood then?
Roz:
Uh-huh, yeah.
I knew it because we used to get
on the bus.
It would be like, first you go out of
your neighborhood, and you go to the neighborhood
next door, and we just kept going until we were up
in what we call the boonies where the middle class
lived.
Int:
So this was not a neighborhood school for you.
Roz:
No.
I went to - well everyone got bussed to
their school.
To the school whatever that the
district decided whatever.
I mean I wasn't in the
next county or anything.
It was just that I was
bussed to my school in which they determined I
guess through some system, some lottery.
I don't
know.
Int:
So how did you feel about all of that?
Roz:
It was fine.
I didn't really, you know.
I did
well in school so I guess maybe that's why it was
okay.
Int:
So you did well in school in elementary school,
you were doing well.
Roz:
Yeah, I did very well in elementary school.
Int:
What does that mean, that you were doing well?
Roz:
I was very good in school.
I got A's - well
not A's - there were S's back then.
I never got a
N which is - it was really a big accomplishment
back then because like in school everything was
divided into S's and N's.
It was like a pass or
fail system.
You either got a S which means you
pass or you got an N which means - S meant
satisfactory, and N meant needs improvement.
I
remember that.
I never got an N all the way from
first grade to sixth - no, first grade to fourth
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grade - that's when they use that system.
I guess
that kind of explains it.
Int:
You sound very proud of that.
Roz:
Yeah, I guess.
I remember that I used to
always think that if I ever got a N I would be
really upset.
Int:
Why?
Roz:
I don't know, because, I don't know, because I
had never got an N.
And I figured an N meant that
I had done something wrong.
And I was a good
student; I did everything.
Int:
It sounds like you felt good about yourself.
How did you feel about the school itself? How did
you feel about the community, about your fellow
students?
Roz:
I liked everybody.
Everybody liked me.
While this student was aware of the racial
differences in her class,

she was also very much aware

of her own academic performance and the fact that she
was performing very well in this school.
student,

a young man,

Another

spoke about his behavior as a

significant factor in his elementary school experience.
He had this to say about elementary school:
Int:
So you basically enjoyed elementary school?
Ray:
Yeah.
Int:
How were you as an elementary school student?
Ray:
Good.
I was good.
A's basically.
Teachers
all loved me.
That was due to the fact of my
behavior.
They never had any problems with me.
I
was I guess the stereotypical teacher's pet.
When
the teacher would leave I would have to watch the
class.
Which promoted some problems at times,
'cause when you got your friends that want to mess
up and mess around and, "Don't tell, don't tell."
But then you know, the teacher comes in and sees
something's not right, what happens?
You don't
want to tell on your friends.
Then that put
students in awkward situations.
Teachers shouldn't
do that but they do it.
But actually it was all
good.
I always loved athletics.
Gym was the best
time in the world for me.
Music and even the
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academics, I loved math all the time.
It was just
a great time in my life, elementary school.
Which
it should be I think for kids, it should be.
So I
had no problems with that.
Relationships with
everybody, everybody liked me, I liked everybody.
No fights or anything.
Close to euphoria I guess.
Int:
Yeah, yeah.
Looking back on it, how would you
describe this elementary school in terms of class
and ethnic make up?
I think you said that it was
mainly Black.
Ray:
Yes, it was predominantly Black.
Even fewer
Hispanics.
A Jamaican or two, but mostly
African-Americans I would say.
Int:
And class make up?
Ray:
Class make up?
Int:
Middle class?
Ray:
Oh okay, yeah.
Everybody was middle class.
There wasn't anybody who stood out as the rich kid
or - there was a couple of lower class.
But on the
whole everybody as far as I know had a complete,
so-called complete family as in mother and father.
Of course you had your couple of single parents
children, but on the whole.
But also I realize
that back then most kids don’t think about - well
they know it's okay of course, "He's the only White
kid in class," or "he's the only Black kid, or
Hispanic."
But they're not going to point that
out.
They're only going to point that out to a
point, then it doesn't matter because, "Okay, let's
go play some baseball."
So when you get older and
then you start realizing what's going on, and you
start seeing what everybody can't do.
Should be
able to do, but can't do due to certain situations,
certain circumstances.
This student felt that his elementary school years
were some of the best of his life.

The school was a

place where he felt secure and had a positive
relationship with his peers and with his teachers.

His

own behavior was such that this was a key for how he saw
his relationship with others in the school.

He did not

deal with issues of race or class identity since
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everyone appeared to be about the same.

What made

school enjoyable for him was maintaining a style of
behavior that was acceptable and that allowed him to
identify with the teachers.

This relationship with his

teachers also mediated his relationship with his peers.
This was where he gained recognition.
For another student,
different track.

the issue of school took a

This student experienced going to a

predominantly White elementary school as a very positive
experience.
Int:
Well what was elementary school like?
Jon:
Elementary school was predominantly White.
And
I was in the METCO program.
Int:
The METCO program?
Jon:
Yeah.
It's bringing inner city students, we're
bussed to the suburbs for the education.
Int:
So as an elementary school student you were
bussed, I'd assume, out of the city.
Jon:
Yes.
Out of Boston.
Int:
Out of Boston to an elementary school in the
suburban area.
What was that like for you?
[Pause]
Int:
Okay, I'm hopeful that the technical problem
has been resolved.
You know, I'm sorry for the
interruption.
You're very patient.
Jon:
It's a virtue.
Int:
Uh-huh, yeah.
I think where we left off was
talking about the being bussed to these suburban
schools as an elementary student in elementary
school.
Jon:
What was it like? When I look back on it I
think it was a good experience.
Being in the city
all I really knew were Black people.
And it gave
me a chance to go out and meet White people.
And
also like the Black kids out there, in my school
there was like six of us, but we were always
looking out for each other.
We stuck together
which was really good.
Int:
Why?

197

Jon:
Because we need to stick together.
Int:
Why, what was happening?
Jon:
Well it wasn't so much things happening, it's
just that everyone had a negative attitude in the
city.
Well not everyone, but a lot of people had a
negative attitude towards White people.
And you
know, I went out there and met them.
They weren't
too bad.
But you know, just in case anything ever
did happen, we were always looking out for each
other, sticking together.
Int:
So what else, how else would you describe it,
the experience?
Jon:
It was, I'm glad I went through it.
The
education out there was good.
The parents and
teachers were in constant contact.
And when I went
to Int:
With your parents?
Jon:
Right.
It's like they were at PTA meetings.
The parents would come up to see the teachers.
You
know, they would show how your work is going and
everything.
And when I came back to the city to go
to school it was totally different.
I wouldn't say
the teachers didn't care, but I guess there was so
many students that you can't really take time to
individualize and try to take care of those
problems.
Going out of the city to a predominantly White
school was a very positive experience for Jon because
the school stressed education and parent involvement.
At the same time,

this student found that being in a

predominantly White environment differed from the
expectations that he had received from his community.
While he and his inner-city peers approached the
experience with a degree of caution, he nonetheless came
to see his White cohorts as non-threatening.

In fact,

he grew to appreciate the parent-teacher relationship
and the quality of the education he received.
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Another student had to struggle to get that sense
of a quality education in his elementary school.
him,

For

even though he lived in a suburban middle class

community and his school was very near his home, his
experiences in that school were not altogether positive.
Int:
One of the things that I would like to know is
your early school experiences, as early as you can
remember, from elementary school.
What was that
like?
Ted:
Okay, well the school I went to, fortunately
was, in elementary was right around the block from
my house.
But it was a school in which from the
old neighborhood that I came from, students were
bussed in.
So it was like being reacquainted with
all my friends again.
The toughest part of it was
was that they went home on a bus at the end of the
day, where I walked right around the block.
And it
didn't really cause conflict, but it definitely
made me feel different.
And also it had a
different effect with some of the teachers with the
fact that I could stick around after school if I
needed help.
Whereas those kids had to take a bus
home, you know, so they couldn't do it.
So I was
able to get that extra attention if it was needed.
And a lot of times I felt that that was unfair.
It
wasn't anyone's fault.
But I felt it was unfair
because sometimes I didn't want the extra help
because I felt it was unfair that my friends
couldn't get it.
Int:
Now this was when you went to elementary
school.
.
Ted:
Elementary, fifth and sixth.
Fifth and sixth
grade.
Int:
And this was a public school?
Ted:
It was a public school.
And one thing I did
notice in that school as in a lot of school that
you notice, there were one or two teachers that
worked to bring the best out of you, while there
was others that if you didn't excel for some reason
in their specific course, something was wrong wi
you.
It couldn't be that maybe you just wasn
interested enough to put the effort forward.
J?
ran into that problem in elementary school in £i
and sixth grade.
They gave us a test on reading
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level.
And they said my reading level was way
below what it should have been, when come to find
out that I just couldn't get into what they had us
reading.
And my mother came into the school
wondering why they said my reading level was so
low.
And let me read other books:
books that I
really thought were more enjoyable.
And they found
my reading level to be right where it was supposed
to be.
But yet, they didn't take the time to check
that.
It took my mother to come in, otherwise I
probably would've always went thru life thinking I
was reading below my level.
I'll never forget that
because that made me see right then and there,
never ever listen to what they always tell you.
Listen to it, but then you check yourself.
From
that point on I'll never forget that because my
mother made me see that right then and there.
And
she said, "Just because they tell you this, it's
not true."
Int:
Right, right.
It sounds like it was an
important Ted:
Very important.
That was a turning point.
That made me go from in the fifth grade of maybe
being a low C, high B student, to when I was in
sixth grade I was hitting all A's and B's.
Just
for that fact that I wanted to show them I was not
the dummy that they put me on paper to be.
That
was very important.
Int:
This school was - what was the ethnic and class
make up of the school that you can remember, in
terms of this elementary school?
Ted:
It was almost even with Hispanics, Blacks, and
Whites.
Maybe the Blacks outnumbered the Hispanics
and Whites by a small percent as far as the student
make up.
As far as faculty, specifically White,
one Hispanic, I know that.
It was basically almost
evened out.
Maybe the Blacks outnumbered a small
percent.
Int:
How was that for you?
Ted:
Enjoyable.
It made going to school enjoyable
because I didn't get to see all these faces
everyday unless I was in school.
And you felt
camaraderie, you know, a closeness, just to see the
other faces.
And at that time I think the most
important thing in your life in fifth and sixth
grade is really your friends.
So it just having
them there made you feel a little bit more
comfortable.
It made you want to go to school.
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Elementary school presented Ted with some
conflicts.

While he recognized the benefits of living

close to the school, he was also concerned that his
friends from the inner-city, people he had grown up
with, did not have the opportunity to get the special
attention and help he received.

His mother,

through her

intervention, had affirmed his intelligence and
demonstrated the need to confront the educational
system.

Her support and the actions and attitudes of

the teachers motivated Ted to perform better since he
did not want to be perceived as dumb.

Finally, he made

clear that the ethnic make-up of the school with its
diversity was also an important factor in his personal
enjoyment of school.
In general,

the students who participated in this

study had a variety of elementary school experiences.
For some students,

the experience of elementary school

was traumatic in that the students had to deal with
issues of race and disclipine in the classroom.
the most part,

But for

the students experienced elementary

school education as a positive learning experience,
especially when the social relationships were
satisfactory for the student.

Apparently,

for most of

the students social relationships were better when there
was an ethnic or economic balance in the school.
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Junior High and High School
Junior high and high school marked a significant
change for these students.

The transition from

elementary to junior high or senior high was important
because greater stress was placed on developing some
independence,

on dealing with social relationships,

on dealing with academic development.

and

Each person found

his or her own way of responding to the transition.
some it was difficult and for others it was easy.

For
One

woman talked about her experience with a great deal of
joy.
Int:
What about junior high?
Do you remember junior
high?
Roz:
Yeah.
Int:
How was that?
Roz:
That was my best years of school before I got
to college.
It even was better than high school.
Int:
So what was great about junior high?
Roz:
Well first of all I was in my neighborhood
junior high school which meant that it was in a
very cultural diverse population.
I mean we had
everything there.
It wasn't like before, when you
go into a classroom and it was almost 90 percent
White.
Everything was like 50-50 in junior high
school.
So that was fun.
And I was very
successful in junior high school also.
I think
mostly the reason why I think that junior high
school was my best years of schooling was because
those were my most successful years.
I mean all
around, not just academically.
I mean, I was, you
know, socially, I was into everything.
I did
everything.
I was, you know, very popular.
I won
a lot of awards.
That's a really a big thing for
me too.
Everyone knew me and I knew everyone.
And
I was just so happy back then, I remember.
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The transition was more difficult for other
students since the level of expectations were raised.
Ted had to respond to the transition from elementary to
junior high school by becoming more focused.
Int:
What about junior high?
Ted:
Junior high was a big change for me because
since I went to an elementary school that only had
those two grades, fifth and sixth, bigger school
now.
More people from different places.
More
teachers.
And not as - how can I say - not as one
on one as elementary was.
Now they expected you to
know a lot more.
Also they're teaching you a lot
more.
They also expect you to know a lot more.
You know, you don't come in, and they don't expect
you to need help in multiplication?
you should
know it.
And because I felt myself to be somewhat
average - I'm not a scholar student - and you know
like I kept to myself a lot.
If I fell behind in a
class I wouldn't say much.
I wouldn't say, "Oh,
could you please help me?"
I would more or less
fall behind and try to do it myself, or just feel
that I couldn’t do it.
And with some of the
teachers there, I don't know if it was because of
the make up of the school or what, but they feel if
you fell behind and you said nothing that you
either were dumb or you didn't care.
Int:
What was the make up of the school?
Ted:
Predominantly Black.
I mean it was a lot White
students but they definitely outnumbered by the
Black students.
And the faculty also was made up
of basically White teachers - a few Black ones but basically White teachers.
And like I said,
they expected you to know a lot.
And they either
felt - this is what I see, I saw that - they either
felt if you didn't excel that you didn't care or
you didn't work hard enough, or maybe you needed
help.
And there were some teachers that helped
you.
There were teachers that helped me.
But
there was also the teachers that didn't.
But it
was a good experience.
Int:
Why? What was good about it?
Ted:
What was good about it was, is I was able to
find a teacher that cared.
And that teacher
brought out better parts of me.
Because when I
came in as a seventh grader I fell behind
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instantly.
Not basically because of what I was
taught in the last school, but the overwhelmingness
of junior high.
And I lost focus, too unfocussed.
And you can't lose focus when you're learning the
higher level of work.
You got to have a focus, and
I didn’t have a focus.
And one professor took me
aside and said, "I see you're a bright student.
Why are you behind in my class?
Can it be that
you're playing around too much?”
This, this, and
that.
Didn't just reprimand me, but pulled me to
the side and said, you know, "Do you want to go on
to the eighth grade?"
Which was important to me.
You know, students in seventh grade, you want to go
on to the next grade.
"If you want to go on to the
eighth grade you got to try to improve in my class.
Come see me for help.
If you don't come see me for
help maybe you won't make it."
And that woke me
up.
Because I wanted to go to the next grade.
I
went and worked.
And I may have not gotten as
better as he wanted me to, but the fact that I
showed him that I wanted to be better, and I made
some improvement, I passed that course.
And then I
realized from then on, you know, maybe if you
approach all professors like that, or all teachers
like that, you know, they'll see the effort that
you give.
You'll learn something and they'll help
you along the way.
So that's why that was
important to me.
Int:
So you began to do that.
Ted:
I began to do that.
I began to seek help.
If
I was behind in any course, I began to seek help.
Saying, "Hey, if I don’t know it, I might as well
go find out about it."
Because it's going to help
me either way.
Either they're going to see that
I'm trying, and give me the benefit of the doubt,
or they're going to help me and do that at the same
time.
So I began to do that in any course that I
got behind in.
Int:
Was that similar in terms of how your friends
dealt with junior high?
Ted:
Some yes and some no.
Some didn't really care.
It could have been because of family background or
what, but they didn't scare them or bother them if
they got an F, had to go home with that report
card.
Myself, I didn't want to because my parents
said, "Hey you're in school to learn this and that.
We know you're not dumb so why are you behind?"
And when they placed that question to me I had no
answer.
But you know, oh, I'm playing around.
So
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I didn't want that to happen to me then.
I'm not
going to lie and say, ’’Oh I wanted to be an
astronaut."
In eighth grade you don't.
You just
go to school 'cause you have to go to school.
But
I didn't want to come home and bring my mother and
father E's and F's.
And other kids, it didn't
bother them.
They get an E or F, and they’d still
be out the next day playing.
I knew I'd get one,
I'm not going out to play.
They know that - I
didn't understand it then - but they knew something
that I didn't know.
They kept saying, "You're not
dumb.
You're not an E and F student.
Why are you
bringing this home?
You don't understand it?
Your
father understands it.
Ask him.
I understand it,
ask me.
Your teacher understands it, asks him or
her."
So there was no excuse.
I had no excuse to
bring an E or F home so I made sure I went back and
got help.
And then if I came home with an E or F,
I said, "Well I went, I got help, I don't know."
I
mean that was a different situation.
Some of my
other friends did that, had the same problem.
Their parents or parent said, "Hey, don't bring
that home."
So they worked on not bringing that
home.
Other kids, I don't know.
So it was a
jungle.
The caring and support of a teacher made a
difference for Ted.

It helped him to focus and to do

his best academically.

In addition, he had to contend

with the concerns of his parents about his grades.
Where parents expressed a concern about grades he felt
that students performed better or at least had to study
more.
Another young man who attended junior high and high
school in the city experienced school a little
differently.

While he was somewhat of a "wise guy",

individual who was often trouble in a class,
was concerned about his academic performance.

he still

an
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Vic:
.
But I'd say junior high, you know, I
have more friends, you know.
You know, we got into
trouble but all kids get into trouble.
But junior
high wasn't that bad.
It's like, you know,
laughing in class, being wise guys, joking around
in class.
No I'm not in trouble with the police or
anything; that came later on.
But like my high
school, that was the real, like uh.
High school.
Like junior high, 7th through 9th grade was junior
high in Spruceville.
So like in junior high it
wasn't that bad.
I did my homework, you know, did
what I had to do to get to high school and
everything.
But like 10th, 11th grade, my high
school was rough.
I mean we had literally on TV
they said our high school was the most violent
school in Spruceville at one time.
I don't know if
you ever heard of Westland.
They were trying to
say that we were the most violent high school at
one time.
And I thought Taylor was.
But I mean we
used to have riots, cops used to be up there on
horses and everything.
I never let that get in my
way of not doing my work though.
Because I played
sports in high school all three years.
So I think
that helped me out.
It's like a individual choice,
you know.
I mean if you choose you want to go mess
around and everything, you know, you'll do it.
But
I mean you got your own mind, you know, your own
focus, you want to, you know.
See what kept me
going, basketball.
I love to play the sport so I
did my best in school to keep my grades up so I
could play all three years, you know.
I love the
sport of ball.
High school wasn't bad for me.
I
had it all my friends, you know.
Int:
No, I don't understand.
What did you have with
all your friends?
Vic:
I mean my friends, you know, they used to get
high, you know, drunk, and stuff like that.
I
never drank in high school, through my whole high
school years.
I just recently, you know, take a
swig every now and then.
But I'm not a drinker
though.
I never drank or smoked weed or none of
that stuff with my friends.
And they never
pressured me to do it neither.
Peer pressure never
fell on me.
Never fell on me.
I was never peer
pressured to do anything.
'Cause my friends
respect me.
They know you can get high; they're
not going to force you to do it.
If anything they
would hope not so they can have more for
themselves, you know.
So I don't think it's a case
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of peer pressure in high school, you know.
'Cause
everybody do their own thing.
I started
junior high at 9th grade at Tiler.
I went up to
about 7th grade I think.
My grades were like whew - I don't know why.
My grades weren't that
high.
When I went to high school my parents were
like shocked how like I turned around.
But I think
the reason why is because I wanted to be there.
I
was around people that I knew, that I could be
friends with, that I could have fun around, you
know.
This young man had had difficulty attending to
school as an elementary student since he had gone to a
school that was predominantly White and one which he
perceived as racist.

Though he was much happier in this

public high school he continued to be a disciplinary
problem,

but to a lesser degree.

The fact that he was

able to stabilize himself in school is interesting since
he attended a high school that was apparently
experiencing a great deal of violent tension.

One key

factor for him was his desire to participate in sports.
This desire to play basketball served to differentiate
him from some of his friends and their behavior.

It

allowed him to study and still maintain his social
relationships with his peers.

Maintaining these

relationships and attending to one's academic
performance does not appear to be an easy task.
This is made clear by the comments from one young
woman about her transition out of elementary school.
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Int:
What about, what do you remember about junior
high school, and what was it like for you?
Pam:
It seemed very competitive between students.
If it wasn't grades, it was how you dressed, and
where you lived, whether or not you could stay out
late.
How you got along with your parents or
whatever.
If you could, quote-unquote "get over"
and go to parties and stuff.
Int:
What does it mean to get over?
Was that going
to parties.
Pam:
Yeah.
Doing things that older people do, like
people in high school, even though you're in junior
high.
Int:
How was that for you?
How did you fit into all
of that?
Pam:
I never really, I didn't go out and all that.
I stayed home, did my work, played with my friends.
Some people were smoking and drinking, and I'm
still playing jump rope or whatever.
I still play
jump rope.
Int:
I'm sorry, I'm trying to get a sense, I'm
trying to visualize this image.
There were some
people - I don't know whether meant Pam:
There were some that smoke, and drugs, and took
drugs, and went to parties, and stayed out late.
And some even got pregnant.
And there were
students like myself who weren't allowed to do
those things, were kept on a short rope, so to
speak.
And so like, I didn't do those things.
Int:
How did you feel about all of that.
Pam:
It was fine with me.
I didn't want to do those
things.
Int:
Were your friends very much like you, or were
your friends this other group: the smokers and
party folks, and what not.
Pam:
Well, I knew people that smoked and took drugs,
whatever, but I didn’t consider them my friends.
They were just people that I knew.
My good friend
didn't do that so I could talk to her about it.
Int:
What about academically?
How were you doing
academically?
Pam:
I made the honor roll, always, in junior high.
Int:
You were always on the honor roll?
How was
that for you?
Pam:
It was good.
I mean, it made my parents proud.
It made me proud.
Made me feel good about myself.
And the teachers were proud, but the students like I said, the competitiveness.
For some
students, if you did well, and they did well, it's
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like, "Well I did better."
So the students that
did poorly, it's like, "You’re just kissing up to
the teacher."
And so the students never really
thought you were doing it for yourself.
They
thought it was like, competition.
Int:
How did you deal with that?
Pam:
I ignored it.
Because like I said, my friends
were also making the honor roll.
So I was doing
what my friends were doing.
The other people
weren't my friends; they were just people I knew.
So their opinions didn't really matter to me.
Plus
I knew what I was doing wasn't wrong.
But it was
like, "I don't care.
They're not doing as well as
I am. "
Int:
Right.
Did you like junior high school?
Pam:
Yeah, I did.
I liked it.
Int:
What was fun for you?
Pam:
It seemed more independent than elementary
because you switched rooms, and more interaction.
Plus it was a challenge because they had the
divisions where different classes take more
advanced courses.
And I was fortunate enough to be
put into a division where I could take a language
and a more advanced math class, which prepared me
for high school.
For many of these students the kinds of
experiences, difficulties,

and anxieties that they

discovered in junior high were extended and in some
cases intensified in high school.

Some students

continued to deal with the conflicts between academic
performance and their social relationships with their
peers.

One student describes her entrance into high

school as going crazy.
Int:
So how was the transition to high school?
Roz:
Get lost in the crowd, I guess.
Int:
Would you describe your high school?
Roz:
I had two high school.
I had, I went to
Jefferson which was the - it was the school before
they merged my two - they merged two high school
together.
And Jefferson was the school that I went
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to for one year.
And that was okay.
It was my
worst academic year in all of my school.
But
socially it was the best, it was the best of high
school.
Int:
So what happened?
Roz:
Well my first year in high school I just sort
of went crazy I guess you could say.
I just kind
of like went with my friends, and my friends were
with me.
And school was just like completely
without trying.
When I say it was my worst year, I
meant that year I was getting B's and C's, where in
the past I was getting A’s.
And it was really
funny because also I realized that I could do just
as well as the average person without even trying.
And before I used to try a little and get A's.
So
all of a sudden I realized I could still get B's
and C's without even trying at all.
I mean I never
even studied in tenth grade for anything? I swear I
didn't for anything.
I don't even remember
studying at all.
And it was just so fun.
I
remember after school, you know.
It wasn't as fun
as junior high school, meaning that because I was
always upset about the fact that I wasn't doing as
academically as well, but I always pushed it away
and I just continued having my fun, you know.
But
it was fun.
Int:
Who'd you hang out with?
Roz:
I had two best friends that we were always
together.
My friend W. and my friend R. .
And we
were just like a threesome.
And then each of us
had other friends that we kind of all merged
together with.
I remember it was my first year
that - let me see, how would I put it - I didn't
have a boyfriend.
Like in the past I always used
to like focus on this one person or whatever.
But
this year I kind of just - I didn't have any
particular boyfriend.
I just stayed with my
girlfriend and we didn't really mess around with
boys that much.
We didn't even really worry about
them.
They came to us actually.
That year was so
funny.
Because in the past we were always like,
you know, trying to get someone's interests.
In
tenth grade it was like, it was fun.
It was a very
fun year.
Int:
So how long were you at Jefferson?
Roz:
One year.
Int:
Then what happened?
Roz:
I went to Leland.
And that was more like,
settled down.
I started getting back into school
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work.
I wasn't involved in anything at all as far
as activities except band.
High school relationships with peers intensified
for Roz,

so much so that she was willing to forego her

grades for these relationships.

To her surprise,

discovered that she could still pass her courses.
fact,

she
In

she received grades of B's and C's without

studying.

In spite of this realization,

she did

eventually refocus on her academic performance.
Another young woman had a similar experience.
Going to high school meant more socializing with peers.
However,

for this student the socializing also meant

reestablishing her racial identity since she had spent
much of her earlier education in predominantly White
private schools.
Int:
What happened in high school?
Ann:
I got involved.
My high school's variety,
you're talking about variety, that was the best
school variety.
I think New York City is the best
place for variety anyway.
Then's high school.
There was less White population than anything.
There was - it's a school, it was a specialized
high school.
Either you were in pre-med, pre-law,
or business programs.
Those were the areas of
concentration.
And you had to have a regents
diploma.
Int:
Now this was a private school?
Ann;
No, this is a public high school.
Int:
It was a public high school, uh-huh.
Ann:
So I think it was about 75 to 80 percent people
of color, minorities in that high school.
The
White people had, you know, they were there.
Nobody really - most of my friends at the time when
I first got in there were White though, because
that was what I was so used to dealing with.
And I
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caught it backwards I think because most of my
friends were White I guess from private school.
Then when I got into high school there was one
other Black girl, and she was half White and half
Black.
And me and her kicked it off.
And I had
grown so fond of that rock music that these White
people became my friends, you know.
And I didn't
know anybody in high school.
So I finally started
going in classes and mingling and mixing.
And I
started learning who the Black people were.
And,
"Damn, you all dress differently from me.
I got
to get hip."
You know what I'm saying.
That type
of thing.
But I started going with jeans and tee
shirts and what not, and hanging out with the White
people.
And I caught it backwards.
They were
like, "Oh, you're that White girl."
"No, I ain't
White.
What are you talking about?
I'm Black."
"Well, what's this Pink Floyd, The Wall?”
The Wall
album had just come out when I was in high school,
Pink Floyd, The Wall.
And, "Well what's that?"
And Led Zeppelin.
I got it backwards.
So I got
the flack from the sisters and brothers.
And then
I said, "Well, I can't be getting the flack from
the sisters and brothers 'cause I want to be down
too."
And I left the.
Connie!
Connie and I are
still friends today.
But she was more absent, you
know, not dealing with the peer pressure I guess.
I fell into the peer pressure.
I wanted to be like
people like me.
Connie looked more like a White
person.
I didn't look like a White person, you
know what I'm saying?
I had the light skin but I
ain't had - you know, I couldn't be swinging my
hair all around the place and whatnot.
I ain't
have the shape for it either, you know.
So I kind
of, I melted into the Black crowd and I found my
place there.
And then I became very militant.
I
became very aware.
I was always aware of the
poetry, and my aunts always had poetry around.
Langston Hughes, a lot of Langston Hughes, a lot of
Maya Angelou.
All these books, Black books.
So I
was always aware of my culture.
So I just became
more aware, more militant.
I wasn't militant until
I got into high school.
One of the things this student had to do was to
reestablish her racial identity and reconnect with other
Black students.

She spoke of this reconnection with an
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ease which suggested that it was important, but not
traumatic.

Suddenly,

she encountered large numbers of

Black and Hispanic students with whom she wanted to have
positive relationships.

Consequently,

ties and opened up new ones.

she broke old

The issue of social

relationships extended to her neighborhood friends.

She

suggested that this high school experience stimulated an
emerging consciousness of Black militancy,
never explains what this means.

though she

She went on to talk

about her classes and her relationships.
Int:
So what was the school process like for you?
You know, going to school, being in classes, you
know.
Ann:
It was good.
Great education.
Hard, very,
very, very hard.
I remember long hours of
studying, and doing a whole lot of networking.
Because you had to work with everybody around you.
If you didn't work with everybody around you, you'd
miss something.
Because I was in pre-med.
And you
would definitely miss something.
There weren't too
many conflicts, Black and White conflicts.
The
only time I dealt with Black and White conflicts
was if the White guys got high outside, and they
wouldn't get high off a weed like we did.
You
know, they'd trip out on acid or something.
And
that's when they'd probably step on someone's
sneakers, or bump someone in the hall, and the
brothers get bad.
That's the only type of conflict
I dealt with.
But school was fine.
I started
learning more people in my neighborhood.
Int:
You started learning Ann:
I had started socializing more in my
neighborhood then because I was older and able to
go.
I still had to be in before the street lights
went on but you know.
That stopped when I was
about 16.
I think after my sophomore year in high
school I became more social, but before that there
wasn’t no such thing.
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Int:
So you became more social during your high
school experience.
Ann:
Yeah.
Came out of my shell.
Int:
Did that affect your studies, and you know.
Ann:
Yeah, my studies.
They dropped for about a
semester.
I don't think my mom would allow it to
drop anymore than that.
It dropped for about a
semester and they took me off the basketball team
and put me back in a dance class because they felt
that was more mellow and it was only once a week.
Dance class and swimming.
No more basketball for
me.
Volleyball season because it was short.
But
no basketball season.
Too strenuous, everyday
after school.
It's out of here, no way.
I think
my social life just took away a little bit from
academics, just a little bit.
And once you smack
me in my face, that's all I need.
I don't need no
more.
Socializing with friends and developing her Black
indentity was important,

but this student also

recognized the importance of doing the academic work
required for her high school.

Perhaps the pressures to

perform academically were intensified since this
particular high school apparently had very high
standards.

In addition,

this student's parents appeared

to have emphasized studying to the point where athletic
activity would be sacrificed if it interfered with
academic performance.
For one student,

junior high was a time when a

number of discoveries were made,

one of which was the

diversity in his school.
Int:
More diversity?
Ray:
Much more.
Because you had all of the
elementary schools coming to that junior high
school.
A lot more Hispanics, and everybody hung
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with each other.
And everybody basically found
their niche, okay.
Hispanics would all hang with
each other.
The Whites would all hang with each
other.
The Blacks all hung with each other.
And
then the Jamaicans, they hung with themselves.
Because a lot of times Jamaicans considered
African-Americans Yankees.
That's the term they'll
use.
So that's more separation.
But I guess I
basically, I still had my international friends,
you know.
I was getting around to everybody.
You
know, I had a couple of friends I would mainly hang
out with.
It was, you started taking more academic
courses too.
I mean Spanish came into play.
Started learning a new language.
So that was
major.
Labs for chemistry, you know in your
sciences.
Then athletics became, it wasn't just
gym anymore.
You could be on a team if you were
good enough.
Int:
Were you on a team?
Ray:
Yeah, I was on basketball team in junior high
school.
That, it seemed like you got more prestige
too, you know, being on a team.
Everybody, you
know, "Wow, he's good enough to be on the team."
More stricter rules.
Supposedly when you're older
they thought you should be more disciplined, behave
better.
Seemed we were worse though.
We were
worse.
Int:
How were you worse?
Ray:
Well I guess bigger kids do worse things
because it's not expected as much as a younger kid.
Int:
What do you mean, what worse.
Ray:
What worse?
Okay, bad in elementary school was
maybe pulling a girl's hair.
Bad in junior high
school would be maybe lifting a girl's dress up.
You know, go one step further, you know.
Breaking
a window.
You know, the fights were more group
orientated.
Because I know when I was, there was a
lot of race problems.
Int:
Where?
Ray:
In junior high school.
Because basically the
junior high school was situated in the north part
of Mt. Jordan which is the White section.
Italians.
And a lot of fights between the Blacks
and Whites.
Cops, everything.
So like everyday
after school there would be cops out there watching
just in case anything happened.
Int:
What was it like for you?
Ray:
It was say.
'Cause first of all, you know, I
wasn't into fighting anyway due to the fact I
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usually got along with everybody.
So I really
couldn't understand it.
And you know, when I would
see somebody fight I would say, if it was someone I
knew who was fighting, I would ask them, I would
say what was the problem, what's wrong.
And the
reasons I got weren't too smart.
I've heard, "He
stepped on my foot."
"He bumped into me."
What
else was there?
"He was talking to my girl."
You
know, the basic problems I guess younger people are
going to have.
They've got to prove themselves.
So that never appealed to me.
I never had no
problem with that.
You know, I stayed away from
that situation usually.
Like the previous students,

this individual had to

deal with his relationships with his peers and with
issues of race.

Rather than emerse himself in his Black

friends, he preferred to associate with all students,
what he calls his "international friends".

Given this,

he had difficulty understanding the violence and the
conflict that were apparently part of school life.

Part

of the problem appeared to lie in the separation he
perceived amongst the students.

However,

that

separation was further exacerbated by the practice of
ability grouping or tracking which presents him with a
dilemma.

On the one hand, he and his parents felt good

about being placed in the elite group.

On the other

hand, he had to deal with the responses of his friends
who were not part of that elite group.

His solution was

to maintain his friendships and his social connections
through sports.
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Int:
What were your friends like?
Ray:
My friends were similar to me.
Let's see.
I
don't want to differentiate them, but.
The White
kids who I was associated with, they basically had,
they mixed in with the Whites as well as the
Blacks.
And the Blacks, a lot of them mixed in
with the Whites.
'Cause I was in this program,
what they call humanities program.
Basically it
was supposedly for the maybe overachievers in
junior high school.
But that was just another form
of separation.
But anyway, it was looked on upon
as that.
And so from seventh and eighth grade they
kept that going.
And we found a bond.
There was
about four classes of us, okay.
And it was called
the humanities program.
And Whites, Blacks,
Hispanic, very few Hispanic.
Int:
Were these advanced Ray:
Yeah, courses.
Int:
Courses for advanced students.
Ray:
Yeah.
Int:
Sort of like a tracking kind of thing.
Ray:
Yeah.
Yes it was.
Int:
Okay, I was just trying to get clear 'cause I
wasn't quite sure what the humanities thing was.
Ray:
Yeah.
So they even separated us to the point
where we were on a new wing of the junior high
school.
'Cause like then I never thought of it
like that.
I mean I felt pretty good to be of the
quote-unquote elite.
So did my parents.
But you
know, then you have the other kids who weren't in
the program.
And it's like, "There go the smart
kids."
You know, and then we got to deal with
that.
Int:
How did you deal with it?
Ray:
I dealt with it through athletics.
Those who
thought I was too good or too smart and that I lost
my sense of who I was, get him on the basketball
court.
Get him on the baseball field.
So that I
was still how I started out when I was with them.
Alright.
Still hang out with them.. Not proving I
had to do the same things they did if it was bad.
But yet, you know, hang out with them, go to a
party, hang out at the playground.
That didn t
change.
You know, that didn’t change.
It
(
shouldn't change.
I mean you got to do what you ve
got to do personally 'cause you're an individual,
like I was saying.
But I don't think you should
forget where you came from and who you came there
with, you know, growing up with.
In high school,
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high school was like I said,
thing.

the big house, the big

Several things emerged in junior high school for
Ray.

There was the increased diversity in the student

population.

But this diversity was also a stimulus for

more separation in that the various groups of students
stuck together and did not mingle.

This situation was

apparently a little difficult for Ray since he valued
his connections with a variety of people.
academic demands increased,
athletics.

While the

so did the prestige of

Once again, athletics appeared to be a

source of recognition for Black students and a source of
social bonding.

Through his athletic abilities he was

able to mediate the tensions of being in an "elite"
academic group that separated him from many of the other
students.

He was able to demonstrate that he is not

different from his friends.
He goes on to say:
Ray:
.But as far as racial issues in the high
school, you know, you had your fights, your groups,
just like junior high school.
Int:
How did you deal with that?
Ray:
Now in high school, I still stayed away from
it.
I mean, I guess it really didn't hit me.
I
mean even though I grew up in a basically diverse
area, neighborhood, I played mostly with the White
guys in my earlier days.
Then I started branching
out to play more with the guys I went to school
with which were more Black. But back to high
school.
I started seeing more of how there was a
difference where there was more Whites in the
humanities program, and there was more
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African-Americans just in classes, you know.
There
was more Whites getting the good grades seemingly
as opposed to the African-Americans.
Int:
How did you come to notice this?
Ray:
I guess I just started paying attention more.
Let's see.
We started getting I guess closer since
we had been in the program since seventh grade.
Ninth grade Int:
So you're still in the humanities program.
Ray:
Yeah.
All through high school it continues.
But they don't basically separate you now in high
school.
You have, the classes are, if you want to
say intermingled with the other classes.
But each
class is a humanities program.
The class next to
it might be the regular program, so on and so
forth.
And then you start to see them I guess
separated as in a lot of kids that were in the
humanities programs in the seventh and eighth grade
weren't there in the tenth and eleventh grade, you
know.
You needed a certain grade point average to
stay in there.
And also my grades started dropping
too I noticed.
I don't know if it was because
there were more girls or what.
But my interests
seemed to turn to athletics even more so.
'Cause I
was on the baseball team them.
And toward my
senior year I decided to try football.
I had hurt
my knee previous in a community baseball league and
I was unable to play basketball.
But I did still
want to go to college.
I wanted to experience the
college life and everything.
But academics wasn't
first and foremost anymore.
It's hard to say where
that trend stopped and started, a new one started.
More social.
'Cause I was always socially
oriented.
But I started really coming out in high
school.
Maybe I was just tired of school.
Int:
What happened to make you so socially oriented
in high school?
Ray:
I think it was the there being more to do, you
know, prom, junior prom.
'Cause I always would
also associate with the older crowd too.
So I was
able to get in on their parties.
Get in on their
celebrations for the prom.
Basketball games.
I
really can't say anymore than that.
It seems that this young man became conscious of
the impact of the tracking system on his social
relationships.

He attempted to balance the two needs
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through his involvement with sports.

But in the end,

it

seems that his social needs dominated his academic
needs.

Another young man had to deal with a similar

problem, being perceived as a bookworm.
Ted:
High school was even a bigger change, but
because of the size of my junior high, I was ready
for it.
And because, like I said, I looked up to
the people that were in the higher grades than me
in junior high, you know, just to talk to them and
everything.
They shrugged me off but I still
talked to them and followed them behind.
They were
there when I got there.
They already knew me so I
felt, "Okay, I know somebody."
When I came in
there I said okay.
It started off just like I
a new experience, no
started off junior high:
focus.
You know, I'm in high school now, tenth
grade.
I'm running around.
First thing I did was
go back to my junior high and hang out at the
And so
school because I got out before they did.
you're out in high school.
And then books hit.
And I took a college prep course.
And books hit.
Spanish I, algebra, geometry, you know.
No longer
was this I could do my homework late or I could do
my homework before class.
I had to sit down and do
it.
And I think it took me the first marking
period to realize, ”Oh-oh.”
You know, when I
brought home a report card they kept me on
punishment for months.
And they didn't understand
why.
And I knew why.
No focus.
Basketball try
outs were in between the first and second marking
period.
And a lot of my friends when we came in,
we all didn't do good because we all were
overwhelmed.
And they told me, "If you have such
and such grade point average, you can't play."
And
I went to the games before when I was in junior
high I used to go to the high school games.
And I
saw the crowds and everybody, the girls.
And boom,
I sat down and started getting help in the things I
couldn't do, and did the things I could do.
And
just, you know, disappeared from my friends for a
while because I knew trials was coming.
Got my
grades up and made the try outs.
Some of my
friends, they talked about me.
They said, "Aw, you
disappeared.
You tried to be a bookworm."
But
then they came to the games to watch me after I
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made the team.
I told them, you know, "I'm no
bookworm but this is what I want to do, and I got
to do this to do this."
Int:
What was wrong with being a bookworm?
Ted:
At that time being a bookworm meant that you
couldn't have fun because you had to spend so much
time in the books.
Because coming out of junior
high and high school you have no real study habits.
I mean unless you always have been an A student and
had good study habits.
The people I hung around
with and myself's study habits weren't good.
So we
felt that to have good study habits you're going to
sacrifice free time.
And that's something we
didn't want to do, was sacrifice free time.
So you
know.
They didn't really hate me or anything for
disappearing, but they just, you know, tease me:
"Aw man, you missed out.
We hung out man at Burger
King Wednesday.
Where was you?"
"Oh I had to do
that geometry homework."
"Aw man I would do that
in homeroom period."
I said, "Well I need to do it
because I don't really know it and he checks the
homework."
"Why are you worried about it man?
Get
a D."
I was like, "I want to play ball."
They so
they kind of understood it.
They said, "Oh that's
what you want to do.
You want to play ball."
So
they kind of - we still hung tight, but it was
just, I didn't hang as much.
The commitment to sports served as buffer to the
conflict between social relationships and academic
performance for Ted.

He was able to mediate his

relationships through his participation in sports which
allowed him to maintain his social relationships while
trying to maintain his grades.
The process that began in junior high continued
through high school for most of these students.

Most of

them struggled with the tensions between social
relationships and academic performance.

Each person

made his or her own choices and resolved this conflict
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in one way or another.

The individuals in this study

found their own balance between the two.

As one student

put it this way.
.So, but my whole high school experience, I
wouldn’t trade it.
I think it made me grow.
It
made me realize separation.
Int:
Separation?
Ted:
It made me realize how you have to separate
yourself from other people if what you want to do
is not the route they're taking.
And it may not be
what you like when you hear it, but you'll be
surprised at how much you may like it if you take
part in it.
One interesting point made by some of the students
had to do with the role of counselors in the high
school.

Several of the students had some difficulty

with their counselors.

Ted spoke at length about a

problem he had with his counselors.

In one situation

his conflict was with a Black counselor who gave him
poor advice.

He felt that he grew in high school

through his contact with a few teachers,

but that this

counselor underestimated his abilities and tried to
direct him to a less rigorous program of study.
Int:
Right.
Overall, in terms of looking at your
high school experience, how would you describe it?
Ted:
I would describe it as, I grew as a person.
And as far as growing as a person, everything that
I just told you was basically in a nutshell, the
first year.
The second year there, I started to
want to do better, not just for basketball, but
because of myself.
And that's because of a few
teachers, a few teachers that sat down and said,
"You're a good basketball player.
Just as you
could be a better student."
I thought about it.
And then they gave me examples:
"Look at such an
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such in college.
Look at such and such in
college."
Or, "Look at Dr. J. in the pros.
He
went to LJMass.
He did this.
You can't get there
without, you know, what he's doing."
And you know,
"Yeah, you can shoot the basketball but can you
add."
Just made me think about that.
And at first
I was like any other student:
"Yeah, well so
what."
You know.
But I grew for the fact that
older kids, the seniors, they had their stuff
together.
And I said, "Well if they're doing it,
then these teachers are right."
And a counselor I'll never forget this - a counselor - and what
really bothered me about it was he was a Black
counselor, he was my counselor.
I took college
prep so that made me struggle all through high
school.
And I took college prep because I knew
when I was younger, I wanted to go to college.
Because my mother and them said, "Don't you want to
go to college?
Don't you want to be this or that."
I said, "Yeah."
So I took the college prep course,
toughest course.
It was a business high school,
you had a choice.
Int:
Which one was this?
Ted:
High school of Westland.
Int:
Westland.
Ted:
So it was a business high school and you have a
choice of business or college prep.
So I took
college prep.
It was tough.
Spanish I, II,
requirements, and all that.
And I struggled.
And
I loved to play basketball.
And I got an F one
marking period.
It put off the team for the rest
of the season.
And the counselor called me in his
office and said, "You seem to be struggling.
You're struggling now.
This is your second year
here and you're really struggling.
Have you ever
thought of changing your college prep to business?
It may be more suitable for you."
And you know, I
sat there then.
I said, "No, I never thought about
it."
He said, "It may be more suitable for you and
then you'll do better.
And then you'll also be
able to play basketball."
So I was pumped on the
idea thinking, "Yeah, maybe he's right.
This is
right."
And I said, "Well can I call my mother and
ask her?
Could I change that."
And I called her
from his office.
She was totally, had a fit.
You
know, "Why do you want to change it? What makes
you want to change it?"
And I told her exactly
what he told me.
And she was totally upset.
She
talked to him.
I don't know what she said.
Ana so
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we didn't change it then.
And I went home and she
talked to me about it.
And she said that, you
know, "Don't let him change you, what you want to
do.
You told me you like law.
You like looking at
lawyers.
You want to be a lawyer.
If you get
business diploma, how are you going to college and
become a lawyer?"
I said, "Well, he said it will
be easier for me."
And she said, "Well who's to
say that you can't do the college prep?"
I said,
"Well I'm struggling.
I'm not getting grades.
I'm
barely making it."
And she said, "Are you trying
hard?"
I said, "Well yeah, but not that hard."
And she said, "Well try harder and show him you can
do it.
He thinks you can't do it."
And she knows
that I hate people saying I can't do it.
She said,
"He thinks you can't do it.
He thinks you're dumb.
He's trying to tell you to take the easy road
because he thinks you're dumb."
And I said, "No he
don't, he's my counselor."
And she said, "He told
you to change something that he thinks you can't
do.
Why do you think he thinks you can't do it?
Because you're dumb in his eyes."
She said, "I
know you're not.
You know you're not.
So what are
going to do?"
So she almost basically left that up
into my hands.
So I decided to stay in college
prep.
I still struggled but I did better.
Ended
up getting back on.
And I'll never forget when he
did that.
I thought that was very wrong as an
African-American man, you know, to guide me away
from what he knew I wanted to do because he felt I
couldn't handle it, instead of just working with
me.
And to this day I always go back and I show
him everything that I accomplished.
Because he
never thought that I would be this far.
In this case the counselor sought to lower this
student's expectations.

Fortunately, his mother

intervened to raise questions about the student's plans
for the future.

She attempted to empower him by letting

him know that he could make his own decisions and that
he could achieve his goals.

Having had this experience
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he was better prepared when he received advice from
another counselor.
But what really disturbed me in that school was
counselor direction.
Because the next thing that
they directed me, they said that I should just go
to a two year school, and that four year school was
not for me.
Int:
Is this the same person?
Ted:
Different counselor.
This was a White man.
He
felt because of my academic background, my
transcript, and so on and so forth, that reaching
for a four year school was over my head.
And I
should go to a two year school and then try to
transfer in.
And that was to go to STCC.
In
retrospect he also said, "The reason why you
probably wasn't a good student is that your peers
gave you away."
And not that I think that I’m a
bright person, but I thought at that time that was
kind of ironic for him to say that, and want to
send me right across the street from the same
environment which I'm coming out of.
I was like,
"What is that going to do for me?
Your telling me
my peers are always slowing me down.
You’re going
to send me to a school with my peers.
Go to,
across the street from the school where my peers
are at.
How am I going to grow?"
So I thought
that was funny.
So I didn't even bother even
taking that advice.
I just went on ahead with my
dream of going to one of these other colleges, one
of these Black schools.
And by the end of my
senior year I had a partial scholarship to play
ball for one of them.
Another student had a similar experience with the
counselors in her high school.

She felt that she could

not get any assistance from the counselors.
Int:
Do you think that high school actually prepared
you for college?
Pam:
Yeah.
I think I was prepared.
But I don’t
think that the counselors in the high school
encouraged the Black students to go to college, and
if they did, it was a community college that they
would suggest.
And not only that, because they
don't really encourage you, they don't really stick
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to you about classes that you need to have.
My
mother was always the one that told me, you know,
what I should take or whatever.
But my mother was
upset that I took typing, even though I explained
to her that it was required.
She went to Jefferson
too, and she was like, "It's not."
But by then it
must have changed because it was required.
And she
thought it was something that I was taking just for
an easy A.
And I didn't get an A.
They don't
prepare you.
The counselors don't stay on top of
that, and they don't encourage you.
Int:
What do they do?
Pam:
They just, I mean if you're skipping too many
days, they'll tell you.
But they'll say, "If
you're thinking about college, here's a few
brochures and a FAF form."
But they don't try to
explain it.
And it's like, they're busy, and
they'll say, "Come back."
But they're still busy.
But that's not my own personal - I never had that
problem because people in my family went to
college, and so they helped me.
And the same with
my friends:
people in their families went to
college.
But other people were always telling me,
"Yeah, well, my counselor said I should go to
STCC,"
which is a community college.
I don't know
if that's always the best place for everyone.
The essential help Pam needed in making decisions
about college and preparing for college came from her
mother and those relatives that had attended college.
Without that help she may well have ended her education
at the local community college.

A third student shared

a similar response to the counselling in his high
school.

When asked whether his high school prepared him

for college he had this to say:
Int:
Do you think that - you said that you were much
more motivated in the high school because of your
friends and what not.
Do you think high school
prepared you for college?
Vic:
Well no.
I don't think my high school did.
'Cause the way the counselors were, they just tried
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to discourage you, tell you like, "Well maybe you
should go to a two year college first, then go to a
four year college,” you know.
I was like, no,
that’s not what I wanted to do.
I wanted to go to
a four year and try to get, you know, I didn't want
to waste no time.
I wanted to do my work and just
get out.
Counselors there, they never wanted they were lazy.
When it came to really your senior
year to get all that paper work in, you know, they
just start -”Oh come back to me next week," or
something like that.
That's when they get lazy.
Tenth and junior year they don't have to worry
about you.
But when that senior year comes, that's
like their roughest time, you know.
That's when
they really have to work.
So they got to process
your paperwork and all this.
And they don't like
doing it, you know.
They become lazy.
But high
school wasn't that bad though.
It is interesting to note that the three
individuals cited above attended school in Spruceville.
Another student from the Spruceville area was less
critical of her counselors,

but questioned whether high

school prepared her for college.
Int:
Do you think that your high school experience
prepared you for college?
Roz:
No.
Int:
Why?
Why not?
Roz:
It didn't in any way.
It didn't prepare me
academically, it didn't prepare me socially,
mentally, nothing.
It didn't prepare me at all, I
don’t think.
I could have went straight from
junior high school to college and I don't think it
would have made any difference.
In fact I think I
would have been better off if I had went to junior
high school straight through college, you know.
Int:
No.
I don't understand.
Roz:
No, it didn't.
The answer is no.
Int:
On the one hand you said you were doing fine
academically in high school.
Roz:
I was doing fine, but before I was doing great,
yeah.
Int:
So what was different? What was different?
Roz:
I think it had a lot to do with socialization.
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Int:
What does that mean?
I'm sorry, socialization
how?
Roz:
Well like, well I don't know.
Well like, how
am I going to say it.
Like, well in high school
you get divided up into these, they decide, I guess
your guidance counselor decides whether you get
into the college prepatory or you get into general.
I was in college prep but it just wasn't preparing
for anything, and I knew it wasn't.
Int:
What did the college prep Roz:
It was suppose to get you ready for college by
making you take languages which I already - you had
to take certain things.
Like you had to take
language, and you had to take English, a certain
type of English, and you had to take science and
stuff.
Things that were suppose, the things that
would get you as a freshman into college you had to
take when you were in high school.
Int:
So you took those.
Roz:
Yeah, but I wasn't thinking about going to
college.
I was just taking them to be taking them
because everything else was too easy.
So I figured
why not take college prep even though I wasn't
planning on going to college.
Int:
Ah.
Why not?
Roz:
No money.
That was the reason.
That's what I
thought.
I thought I couldn't go to college
because I thought I couldn't afford it.
All four of these students experienced the high
school system as being to a degree unsupportive in terms
of planning for college.

Each had to make some

individual choices and take personal responsibility of
their decisions to go to college.

They had to rely upon

their individual resources or personal connections to
make the decision to go to college.

This situation was

not the same as that of the other students who came from
different areas.

One student talked about her

preparation this way:
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Int:
Do you think that your high school experience
prepared you for college?
Ann:
Yeah.
Int:
How so?
Ann:
’Cause I still have both - I think high school
and junior high prepared me more for college,
especially Lancaster State.
I never planned on
coming to Lancaster State until the end.
But
seeing both sides and having to deal with both
sides.
Int:
Both sides of what?
Ann:
Black and White.
Because here at Lancaster
State you'd better know how to deal with both
because if - like my whole plan is that of - one of
my roomates is very anti-White, hates Whites
basically.
And you can't hate.
You waste your
time hating.
And you got to find a way to just
kill people with a smile, you know what I'm saying?
That's basically why.
The only thing, I'm happy
that I had both sides of the coin, you know.
Int:
Both sides of the coin being able to Ann:
Being able to deal within the White culture,
you know.
I know how to deal within my own
culture, that's natural.
But being able to deal
within the White culture as well as my own, that's
both sides.
You know, because they have a
different dialect than us, period.
If I go in
there - I mean now, if I go into a room and say,
"What's up everybody? Yo!"
You know she's saying
hello.
They realize that.
But to get, you know,
street and try to talk to them, they'll be totally
lost, you know.
And it's just crossing over I
guess.
Crossing over into another world.
Int:
What about academically?
You know, do you
think that high school, elementary school, prepared
you academically to go to college, for college?
Ann:
Yeah.
Yeah.
It prepared me academically.
I
could have prepared me more academically.
I think
that school did it’s job; maybe I didn't do mine.
You know what I'm saying?
There's many more things
that I could have been involved in that would have
helped me out academically in college.
But it
prepared me.
It didn't prepare me for a cultural
shock like moving away from my town and coming
here, no.
It didn't say, "Well, what if you
students at Hillcrest who are majority minorities
go away to school to some back-water hick town in
Massachusetts?"
They didn't come out and just say
in the auditorium one day and say this.
No, that
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wasn't even the main thing.
Their focus was
writing papers.
Their focus was articulation.
Their focus was projection.
It wasn't social.
I
mean sex was part of high school, sex education and
all that good stuff.
But they didn't teach you how
to interact with each other.
They basically
thought that everyday that was your learning of how
to interact with each other.
But what they didn't
realize was that there wasn't that much of a White
population in that school for you to have to learn
how to interact.
I was more fortunate.
Ann made a number of observations.

She noted that

one of her major learning accomplishments in high school
was learning how to deal with Whites whom she perceived
as culturally different.

Having learned this she was

better prepared for this predominantly White state
college.

But what she learned in high school was more

of a personal accomplishment since it was not something
that the high school

itself presented to students.

It

was assumed that students would learn how to manage
their social relationships and racial

identities without

direction from the schools.

Ann thought that

However,

this process was more difficult since the school she
attended had few White students which meant that there
was

less opportunity to address these issues.

Her

personal experiences in elementary and junior high
helped her to deal with cultural differences without the
anger and hatred she often saw in these situations.

She

felt that her pre-college expereinces had prepared her
for the social dynamics of college.
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